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Tiivistelmä – Abstract 
 
Pro gradu-tutkielmani käsittelee yhdysvaltalaisen journalisti-kirjailija Michael Herrin vuonna 1977 julkaistua kirjaa Dispatches, joka kertoo 
Vietnamin sodasta 1960-luvun lopulla. Herr koki kotonaan Yhdysvalloissa, että Vietnamin sota oli yksi sen ajan tärkeimpiä kertomuksia, 
mutta siitä ei kerrottu julkisesti todenmukaisella tavalla. Niinpä hän lähti loppuvuodesta 1967 itse Vietnamiin Esquire -aikakauslehden 
kirjeenvaihtajana ja vietti sotatantereella yli vuoden kiertäen maata sekä kollegoidensa että sotilaiden seurassa. Hän palasi kotiin 
alkuvuodesta 1969 ja kulutti useita vuosia toipuessaan kokemuksistaan sekä kootessaan kirjoituksiaan yhtenäisen kirjan muotoon. 
                    Omat tutkimuskysymykseni keskittyvät Herrin tarpeeseen löytää todenmukainen tapa raportoida maailmalle Vietnamin 
sodasta. Mitä Herr tarkoittaa sillä, ettei Vietnamin sodasta kerrottu hänen mielestään todenmukaisesti? Mitkä tekijät olivat tämän 
esteenä? Mitä Herr teki päästäkseen näistä esteistä yli ja onnistuuko hän löytämään todenmukaisen tavan kertoa maailmalle Vietnamin 
sodan tapahtumista? 
                    Esittelen gradun ensimmäisessä kappaleessa Herrin henkilökohtaisen taustan, yksityiskohtia Dispatchesin synnystä, 
tekoprosessista, rakenteesta sekä vastaanotosta. Tässä vaiheessa tuon esille niitä tekijöitä, jotka estivät Herrin hamuamaa 
todenmukaisuutta tulemasta esille. Niistä huomattavin oli Yhdysvaltain armeijan päällystö sekä tiedotus-osasto, jotka joko vääristelivät tai 
täysin hiljensivät kertomuksia, jotka asettivat maan sotatoimet Vietnamissa kielteiseen valoon. Heidän prioriteettinaan oli pitää yllä 
kotirintaman tukea sotaponnisteluja varten, jotta taistelijoiden moraali ei kärsisi entisestään jatkuvan hengenvaaran aiheuttamien 
paineiden äärellä.  
                 Lisäksi esittelen kokonaisvaltaisempaa kontekstia varten pitkäjänteisesti kirjallisuus-tyylin, johon Herrin teos usein 
esimerkillisenä edustajana lasketaan: kaunokirjallinen journalismi. Tämä fiktiivistä tarinankerrontaa sekä uutistoimittajan faktankeruuseen 
keskittyneitä metodeja sekoitteleva tyyli antoi Herrille sellaisia kerronnallisia työkaluja, jotka auttoivat häntä löytämään todenmukaisen 
tavan kirjoittaa Vietnamin sodasta. 
                 Teoria-osuuteni keskittyy kolmeen eri tekijään. Ensimmäisenä määrittelen kerrontateorioihin kuuluvan fokalisaation käsitteen. 
Dispatchesin tapauksessa haen takaa Herrin tapaa luoda eräänlainen kaksiosainen kerronta. Hän on itse toissijainen kertojahahmo, 
eräänlainen agentti, joka kerää kokemuksia Vietnamissa tapaamiltaan sotilailta, jotka ovat kirjan ensisijaisia kertojia. Sotilaat tarvitsevat 
Herriä välittämään heidän kerrontansa eteenpäin, koska heidän oma organisaationsa ei halua heidän kauhun, epätoivon tai 
välinpitämättömyyden kyllästämiä kokemuksiaan julkisuuteen murentamaan suurempien joukkojen taistelumoraalia ja kotirintaman tukea 
sodalle. Tähän tilanteeseen liittyy myös toinen teoreettinen tekijäni: traumateoria. Sotilaiden traumatisoituminen taistelukentällä on oma 
vahva tekijänsä pitämässä heitä hiljaisina omista kokemuksistaan, etenkin tilanteissa, joissa heidän organisaationsa ei myönnä trauman 
olemassaoloa. Herrin kommunikaatio sotilaiden kanssa auttaa heitä murtautumaan trauman aiheuttamien oireidensa alta ja tuomaan 
tarinansa julki. Lopulta kolmantena teoriaelementtinäni on muistelmakirjallisuus. Antaakseen kirjalleen selkeämmän muodon ja 
kokonaisvaltaisemman näkökulman historian linssin kautta, Herr rakentaa Dispatchesin kuin muistelmateoksen. Tämä antaa kirjalle 
kerronnallisen vahvuuden, jota yhteen hetkeen sidotut uutisraportit eivät tavoita. 
                 Analyysiosiossa käytän näitä kolmea teoria-tekijää osoittaakseni, kuinka Herr koostaa arkipäiväisen journalismin rajoitukset 
murtavan tarinan, jossa hänen roolinsa lähellä sotilaiden parissa yli vuoden elävänä reportterina antaa heille äänen, joka yl ittää heidän 
oman sotilasorganisaationsa sensuurin sekä heidän omat traumansa. Tätä kautta pääsen päätöskappaleeseeni, jossa tiivistän aiemmat 
kappaleet yhteen pakettiin ja perustelen lopullisen näkemykseni siitä, että Herr löytää todenmukaisen tavan kertoa Vietnamin sodasta ja 
sen kauheuksista maailmalle, etenkin peilattuna vasten niitä vajavaisia kertomuksia ja esteitä todenmukaisuudelle, jotka olen esitellyt. 
Lisäksi esittelen lopussa jatkotutkimusmahdollisuuksia koskien sekä juuri Vietnamin sotaan keskittyvää raportointia että yleisesti 
sotareportaasia läpi historian. 
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Tiivistelmä – Abstract 
 
My Master’s Thesis studies the 1977 book Dispatches, written by American journalist-author Michael Herr. The book is about the events 
of the Vietnam War in the late 1960s. Observing the war from the United States throughout the 1960s, Herr had felt that what was 
happening in Vietnam was one of the most important stories at the time, but it was not being told in a true way. So in late 1967, Herr 
went to Vietnam as a correspondent for Esquire magazine to observe the scenes in person. He spent over a year in the war zone, 
roaming the country with his colleagues and soldiers. He returned home in early 1969 and spent several years recovering from his 
experiences and compiling them into the form of a book.  
                    The questions central to my thesis revolve around Herr’s need to find a true way of telling the world about the Vietnam 
War. What did Herr mean by feeling that the story of Vietnam was not being told in a true way? What or who caused this lack of 
truthfulness in reports he observed while back home and why?  What did Herr do to fix this situation? Does he succeed in providing a 
true way to report about the Vietnam War? 
                   In the first chapter of my thesis, I will introduce the personal background of Herr, along with details about the inception, 
progression, structure and reception of Dispatches. At this point I will also point out some of the factors, which were holding back the 
kind of true way of reporting that Herr was seeking. The most notable of these factors was the American military, especially the higher-
ranking officers and public relations divisions. They would distort or outright silence stories, which could have depicted the US war 
effort in Vietnam in a bad light. Their priority was to keep the home front morale and support for the military campaign high, so that 
the morale of the fighters out in the fields would not have suffered any more than it already did under the constant presence of bodily 
harm, even death. 
                   Additionally, for the sake of a broader research context, I will introduce the literary form closely related to Dispatches, literary 
journalism. It is a form that mixes the storytelling aspects of fiction with the fact-finding methods of a news journalist. It gave Herr 
narrative tools which helped him find a true way of writing about the Vietnam War. 
                 My theoretical premise will concentrate on three different factors. First, I will introduce the narratological concept of 
focalization. As it pertains to Dispatches, focalization applies to Herr’s method of building a kind of dual narration into the book. He is a 
secondary narrator, an agent, who observes and collects the experiences and stories of the soldiers he meets in Vietnam. These soldiers 
are the primary narrators, who need an agent such as Herr to relay their stories forward. This is due to, for example, their own 
organization wanting to keep their experiences filled with terror, despair or indifference away from the public forum. Respect for their 
voices being heard comes second after the upkeep of troop morale and home front support. This scenario is also l inked to my second 
theoretical factor: trauma theory. The traumatization of soldiers on the battlefield plays a notable part in keeping many of them silent 
about their experiences, especially in situations where their own organization again plays against them by denying the existence of war-
time traumas. By communicating with the soldiers, Herr helps them break out of the oppressive combination of censoring military 
officials and trauma symptoms by giving their voices an avenue. Finally, as my third theoretical factor, I will introduce the basics of 
memoir writing. This is relevant due to Herr giving his book the air of a memoir in order to give it more coherent form. In addition to 
the form, Herr can also use the memoiresque elements of looking back on the experiences he shared with the soldiers through the lens 
of history to give his way of storytelling a more comprehensive viewpoint. Narratively speaking, he has the benefit of several years of 
hindsight which he can use to strengthen the scope of his story in a way that conventional, on-the-spot news stories cannot. 
                  In the analytical section, I will use these three theoretical factors to show, how Herr constructs a story which breaks the 
limitations of conventional, “standard” journalism. His role as a confidant to the soldiers for over a year gives them a voice, which 
reaches over the censorship of their military organization and their own traumas. After this analysis, I reach the conclusion where I wrap 
up all the previous chapters and argue that Herr does in fact find a true way of reporting about the brutal events of the Vietnam War to 
the masses, especially when compared to the distorted ways of storytelling I had introduced earlier. In addition, I will finish this thesis by 
introducing possible directions of further research as pertains to reporting on the Vietnam War and war reportage in general.  
 
Avainsanat – Keywords 
 
Michael Herr, Dispatches, the Vietnam War, war reportage, literary journalism, focalization, trauma theory, memoir, individual and 
collective memory 
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1. Introduction 
 
1.1. Aims and Structure 
 
The art of journalism encompasses several extremes that reach far beyond the scope of 
day-to-day newspaper writing. One such extreme is war reportage, as practised by my 
chosen author, Michael Herr, in his 1977 book Dispatches. Dispatches is based on Herr’s 
own observations that he collected during the Vietnam War, travelling through the country 
for over a year as a field reporter. As I began planning this thesis, I simply wanted to find 
out, based on what can be found in the book, what specifically motivated Herr to put 
himself in such great danger for such a long period of time. I encountered an interview 
where Herr was directly asked about his reasons for going into Vietnam. His answer was 
somewhat expectable yet intriguing: 
 
I don’t know why I was attracted to Vietnam. I couldn’t really begin to answer 
that except to say that I felt that it was the story at the time, and I also felt that 
it wasn’t being told in any true way. Lots of journalism, but it wasn’t saying 
what was happening there or at least what I felt, my hunch. (Schroeder 33, 
italics original) 
 
This quote lead me to my topic statement: Michael Herr wanted to report the experience of 
the Vietnam War in a true way. So how does he depict telling the truth or thwarting it 
about this experience in Dispatches and how does he act on this conflict? A number of 
questions can be used to specify this statement further. What does Herr specifically mean 
by saying that the story of Vietnam was not being told “in any true way”? What or who 
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caused this lack of truthfulness in reports he observed while back home and why?  What 
did Herr do to fix this situation? Does he succeed in providing a “true way” to tell this 
story in Dispatches? In terms of a research method, I will find answers to these questions 
by examining relevant historical data and using the theoretical factors of focalization, 
trauma theory and memoir writing to analyse relevant sections of the book to make my 
case. 
In structuring this thesis, I will begin by introducing the author and the story behind 
his departure to Vietnam. A brief summary of the book’s content and its critical reception 
will also precede defining the literary genre that Dispatches most appropriately fits into: 
literary journalism. I will mainly concentrate on the genre’s evolution in America from the 
late nineteenth century to the 1960s, when literary techniques associated with literary 
journalism morphed into a distinct, contemporary style called new journalism, which 
quickly began to make a notable literary impact. At this point, I will connect Michael Herr 
with new journalism as he became one of the form’s famous practitioners. After this, I 
move on to introduce the relevant theoretical factors and follow it with the analysis, which 
will be divided roughly into three thematic chapters. 
I intend to show a progression of different discursive accounts on the Vietnam War 
that Herr uses to build his book. First, I will show his journalistic account. By this I mean 
that in Dispatches, Herr makes a clear case for why ordinary, “objective” journalism and 
its practitioners could not truthfully tell the story of Vietnam. Herr details how, due to a 
combination of the “conventional” journalist’s inability to relate to the brutal experience of 
the war and the American military’s efforts to distort and censor the information relayed to 
them, a reporter had to immerse himself/herself deeper into the experience. 
Second, I will present what I call Herr’s literary journalistic account. In order to 
bypass the military censors and get to the source of the story he is looking for, Herr roams 
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the battlefield and embeds himself with the soldiers who live through the experience of the 
war daily. He builds trust with them and often gets them to open to him with their stories. 
Also noteworthy is how some of the soldiers not only tell their stories but urge Herr to 
relay them forward. These soldiers display a sense of desperation that if reporters like Herr 
will not take their stories out to the world, no one will. This type of need on Herr’s behalf 
becomes even clearer when he witnesses soldiers who are not verbally telling him 
anything, but whose actions and beings tell the story, often in the kind of grim fashion that 
again, the military officials would wish the reporters on site would not see. In this setting, 
Herr’s account falls into the genre of literary journalism, a more considered and processed 
mode of journalism that also utilizes elements of prose literature such as repetition to 
create emphasis. He gives eyewitness accounts of the events as an external narrator, but the 
stories I focus on are mainly told by the soldiers. 
Finally, the accounts above can be placed in what I refer to as Herr’s post-journalistic 
account. Although the book’s events are mostly presented as quite recent in terms of Herr’s 
viewpoint, there are relevant parts of the book that jump further back and forth in time, 
telling the story like a memoir, where Herr looks back at the events after a longer period of 
time. I aim to prove how framing the book with the air of a memoir and a deeper personal 
account gives it a more coherent form. My ultimate goal is to prove how these three 
“stages” of accounts thus form Herr’s attempt at telling the story of the Vietnam War in a 
“true way.” 
A notable amount of theoretical background work needs to be laid out for each of 
these accounts. Even before that, in relation to the “true way” of telling this story, we must 
define “true” as it pertains to the book in question. Going with dictionary definitions of the 
word, “true” can entail something real, sincere, loyal, correct or conforming to fact. 
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Looking at the word with a thesaurus, we can add synonyms such as authentic, honourable, 
trustworthy and accurate (Webster’s 588, 714).  
The possible definitions are thus numerous, but overall I would single out the notion 
of trust. This is because the first journalistic account that I target and the beginning of my 
analysis are largely based on the notion that Herr did not trust the standard reports that 
journalists were receiving from the military officials. He gives numerous examples on why 
the day-to-day, objective journalistic accounts were inadequate, so he went deeper into the 
field to find what he felt were more trustworthy pieces of information. Throughout the 
book, Herr makes it very clear that the press relation officials in charge of handling 
members of the media and even standard military field officials distort the reports being 
dealt out to them so that the public image of the war effort would not suffer beyond the 
warzone, especially back in the United States. Herr has said outright that the “statistics and 
intelligence reports had been arranged to suit the military’s notions of success” (Sims 248).  
Prime examples of such arrangements can be found in Wilson’s article from a few 
months prior to Herr’s departure to Vietnam. It compares short press statements from the 
US military officials with statements from the North Vietnamese military press based in 
Hanoi. When talking about the same subject, they come up with very different statistics 
and interpretations. On the subject of a military stalemate, the US denies any existence of 
one and touts their continuing success towards victory while Hanoi casually acknowledges 
the strength of the US military but notes how they are not only in a stalemate, but in a 
political, strategic and tactical crisis. In terms of casualties, the US statement directly 
estimates only North Vietnamese fatalities, surpassing at least 50.000 in 1966, which does 
not even include defections and victims of lethal injuries. The US officials also made note 
of how highly the troop ratios – sometimes 3-to-1, at other times even 20-to-1 – favour the 
United States and their allies. Hanoi on the other hand touts the heavy US casualties, with 
5 
 
175.000 troops annihilated (8-A). Similar one-sided, seemingly hyperbolic statements can 
be found in all other introduced topics as well, ranging from aircraft losses to strategic 
principles. Either side of the argument could probably be accused of propaganda and it is 
very difficult to determine how much down-playing, exaggeration or falsification is at play 
here. This kind of uncertain media environment is exactly what could have made Herr 
strongly doubt the stories he was receiving concerning a topic he felt was so important. 
It is necessary to give additional proof that such “information-arranging” and 
censorship was happening further beyond comparative statements, in the United States 
alone. These issues about the role and honesty of the media boiled down to the fact that 
journalism’s influence on the progression of the Vietnam War was more potent than ever 
before in the history of American warfare. Contemporary newspapers noted this: 
“Wherever they are, the American reporters have obviously played an important role in 
this war. It was the first American war reported on television: Tune in Cronkite, Chancellor 
or Howard Smith, and see Johnny killed!” (Reston 12). The war with its ensuing death and 
destruction coming straight into the living rooms of the general public through the 
increased technological abilities of the media had a clearly detrimental effect on the home 
front’s support for the war. As Reston points out: 
 
Maybe the radio and television reporters with their cameras had more 
influence than anybody else, but it is not possible to record the history of the 
war of Southeast Asia without mentioning the role of what is called the 
media, for good or bad. The reporters began by defending the policy of 
American intervention, but reported facts that suggested it wouldn’t work. 
Presidents Johnson and Nixon vilified them for challenging the official line 
6 
 
that all was going well, and refusing to “get on the team,” but in the end, the 
reporters came nearer to the truth in Vietnam than the officials. (12) 
 
In effect, members of the media searching for the truth about Vietnam such as Herr were 
pitting their voices against the hegemonic voice of their own government and military 
establishments who valued the maintenance of fighting morale above informing the public 
truthfully about the events of the war. On the other hand, other members of the media sided 
with this hegemonic voice, which highlights Herr’s doubt about stories not being told in a 
true way. For example, Lawrence’s newspaper article brings up a public address by 
General William C. Westmoreland, commander of US military operations in Vietnam from 
1964 up until mid-1968. Westmoreland stated that he saw enemy success beyond the 
battlefield in the form of outside criticism directed towards the US military: 
 
He (the enemy) does not understand that American democracy is founded on 
debate, and he sees every protest as evidence of crumbling morale and 
diminishing resolve. Thus, discouraged by repeated military defeats but 
encouraged by what he believes to be popular opposition to our effort in 
Vietnam, he is determined to continue his aggression from the North. This, 
inevitably, will cost lives – American, Vietnamese, and those of our other 
brave allies. (4, parenthesis original) 
 
Westmoreland’s statement very interestingly enforces the principle that the country he 
serves greatly values debate and the kind of criticism which is being discussed, but then 
turns it on itself by suggesting that because such criticism will embolden the enemy, it 
should be avoided, in spite of national ideals. Lawrence encourages this stance by stating 
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that the same recommendation should have been spread more widely and hastily by their 
government officials: 
 
The only question that arises is why the things he said were not emphasized 
heretofore by the government of the United States, so that throughout the world 
it would become known that the protesting groups in this country do not reflect 
public opinion. (4) 
 
Whether or not Lawrence is correct with his assessment that criticising the US military’s 
actions in Vietnam reflected public opinion is up for debate. He also claims that the 
undesired criticism not only emboldens the enemy, but also holds back finding a more 
peaceful solution to the conflict: 
 
For several months now, inside and outside of Congress, criticism of the 
Vietnam War not only has been disheartening, but has actually played a part in 
prolonging the conflict and preventing peace negotiations. Scarcely a day 
passes that some senator doesn’t arise to announce that the war is being 
“escalated” or that America has no business fighting for freedom any more. 
The impression conveyed is that, when the United States is engaged in a war, it 
must ask the members of the Senate just what tactics to employ. This not only 
damages morale but causes confusion in the handling of the war strategy itself. 
(4) 
 
The notion of holding back both war-time strategy and a quicker resolution for peace is 
thus tied back to the larger notion of maintaining morale and “getting on the team”. This 
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particular attitude was evident even at the very top of the contemporary military hierarchy. 
Then President of the United States and thus commander-in-chief of the military Richard 
Milhous Nixon makes this very clear in his own memoirs. He states that “The Vietnam war 
was complicated by factors that had never occurred before in America’s conduct of a war” 
(350) and singles out the influence of the media specifically: 
  
Another unusual aspect of this war was that the American news media had 
come to dominate domestic opinion about its purpose and conduct and also 
about the nature of the enemy. The North Vietnamese were a particularly 
ruthless and cruel enemy, but the American media concentrated primarily on 
the failings and frailties of the South Vietnamese or our own forces. In each 
night’s TV news and in each morning’s paper the war was reported battle by 
battle, but little or no sense of the underlying purpose of the fighting was 
conveyed. Eventually this contributed to the impression that we were fighting 
in military and moral quicksand, rather than toward an important and 
worthwhile objective. More than ever before, television showed the terrible 
human suffering and sacrifice of war. Whatever the intention behind such 
relentless and literal reporting of the war, the result was a serious 
demoralization of the home front, raising the question whether America 
would ever again be able to fight an enemy abroad with unity and strength of 
purpose at home. (350) 
 
Against this contemporary atmosphere of suppressing information, conflicting statements 
and the demonization of parts of the media, it is easy to believe Herr’s mistrust in both the 
way the military or government officials were telling the story of the Vietnam War and 
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how the media at large relayed those stories to the public. He had to go find his true way 
himself. 
To give Herr’s work a more thorough historical background, I will also detail all the 
factors behind Herr’s literary journalistic account. To present the context of the era that 
Herr was writing in, I will introduce the genre of literary journalism and its typical 
methods. Closely linked to these methods and very important to my arguments is the 
narratological concept of focalization. This will help to explain how the differing relations 
that Herr and the soldiers have with the war and between each other cause the soldiers to 
become the actual storytellers, while Herr acts as their mouthpiece, the agent who gives 
them a voice that they would not have had without him. I will additionally support the need 
for a mediator like Herr by presenting characteristics of war-time traumas and how they 
can affect those in the battlefields. Trauma theory will further explain why some of the 
soldiers do not verbally express themselves about their experiences and why a mediator 
such as Herr is needed to bring out their stories. It is important to remember that this 
background on traumas must not get overtly clinical. My focus must remain on the literary, 
not medical, qualities. 
As pertains to the post-journalistic account, I will need to introduce the basic 
elements behind memoir-writing and the concepts of individual and collective memory. By 
doing so, I can show how Herr uses these elements to present the stories that he has 
collected of the Vietnam War in a more coherent form, which in turn aids his attempt of his 
“truthful” way of storytelling. 
The first section of my analysis will collect the sections of the book where Herr 
underlines that he himself or other journalists were unable to understand the full 
experience of the war on their own and that the official information outlets provided for 
them by the American military could not be trusted to tell the truth about the war. This 
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chapter will provide the contrast for the next two chapters, where Herr constructs his “true 
way” of telling this particular story.  
The second section of my analysis will explain how after discrediting the officials 
and his own abilities to directly tell the story of Vietnam, Herr shows how spending a 
considerable amount of time with the soldiers in the heat of battle, experiencing traumatic 
events and gaining their trust presents him with a way to tell the story he is looking for. He 
depicts detailed scenes of the conditions where the soldiers live from day to day and how 
they react to the events before them. These scenes will begin the stark contrasting to the 
“official” recollections of events that I brought up in the previous section of my analysis. I 
will show how Herr positions himself as a mouthpiece for the soldiers. In addition to 
images of traumatized individuals often incapable of speaking out about their experiences, 
he also brings up direct conversations and quotes from the soldiers. Of special importance 
are the parts where the soldiers either directly say or indicate that without an agent like 
Herr listening to them and taking their stories out to the world, they may never get heard 
by anyone. 
Finally, in the third section of my analysis, I will point out how Herr constructs the 
information he has collected as a memoir, giving the whole book the air of a personal 
account and thus a more coherent form. In the end I intend to summarize and bring 
together all the preceding sections and introduce further possible directions of research for 
my topic. 
Ultimately, the purpose of this thesis is to show how Herr tries to narrate the 
traumatic experience of war in a way that could be considered “true” and trustworthy, 
especially when compared to the “untrue” ways he also presents to us. I will show how his 
brand of dual narration which involves both himself and the soldiers are combined with the 
air of a memoir, resulting in a “true” way of giving a voice to the voiceless soldiers of the 
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Vietnam War. Thus my concluding argument will also be that Herr is successful in his 
attempt. 
 
1.2. Contexts   
 
1.2.1. Michael Herr 
 
Michael Herr is among the more private examples of renowned American writers, since 
relatively little is known about his personal life. He was born the son of a jeweler in 1940 
in Syracuse, New York, where he attended Nottingham High School and later studied at 
Syracuse University, majoring in literature and minoring in both history and fiction writing 
(Paredes, Saliba 13, Sims 247, Who’s Afraid 153-54). He developed a keen interest in 
writing fiction at a young age and even wrote a personal series in the vein of renowned 
novelist/journalist Ernest Hemingway (Saliba 13). Even though he was not a very 
academically gifted student, he “nevertheless believed he was imbued early on with a 
writer’s instincts, the innate qualities of curiosity and observation that would become 
famously evident later in his career” (13). Herr himself has noted a childhood habit that 
exemplified his almost natural penchant for the kind of observational techniques that 
served him well while collecting material for Dispatches: 
 
When I was young, I was a voyeur. I trained myself to eavesdrop while looking 
out the train window and not miss a word. I used to walk around when I was 12 
and follow people home. This would even involve taking bus rides with them. I 
just wanted to see where and how they lived. (Ciotti 22) 
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This personal notion Herr makes about being voyeuristic in his youth is interesting because 
it shows that he possessed an interest in observing other people and their work as an 
outsider from an early age. That same characteristic was alive and well in Vietnam as he 
began to observe the soldiers and writing down their lives in an unconventional manner. 
Herr himself had admitted directly in an interview that “I don’t have a journalist’s instincts 
and have absolutely no training or discipline as a journalist” (The Gang 162), which further 
explains why he tried to go beyond conventional journalism in telling his story. 
To show how Herr’s personal qualities further aided his writing career, Weingarten 
also notes that he was “charismatic, a natural-born leader, elected president of the student 
body in his senior year” (Who’s Afraid 153-54). He details Herr’s earlier endeavours as a 
writer:  
 
Herr’s great ambition in life was to become a literary eminence. After 
graduating from Syracuse University and a six-month stint in the Army 
reserve, he did some freelance writing, mostly movie reviews for the New 
Leader – where he was fired for writing positive notices of films that his 
editors disliked – and travel stories for Holiday magazine. (154)  
 
His assignments for Holiday took him to exotic locations such as Guam, Venezuela, the 
Amazon jungle, and Taipei. These trips, combined with his personal time in the Army and 
also observing basic training at the American military base of Fort Dix for Holiday, 
provided him with valuable experience for the hazardous times ahead in Vietnam (154). 
Concerning the military connection, Weingarten adds that “it was as if he thrived on the 
oppression and world-weariness of Fort Dix; it brought out the best in him as a writer” 
(154). 
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After his stint in Vietnam and the publication of Dispatches, he drew on his field 
experiences when collaborating on the screenplays of two war-themed feature films, 
Francis Ford Coppola’s Apocalypse Now (1979) and Stanley Kubrick’s Full Metal Jacket 
(1987). In addition, Herr has written The Big Room (with Guy Peellaert, 1986), a collection 
of stories about famous Americans ranging from President Franklin Delano Roosevelt to 
baseball player Joe DiMaggio, as well as biographies of American newspaper/radio 
journalist Walter Winchell (Walter Winchell: A Novel, 1990) and film director Stanley 
Kubrick (Kubrick, 2001) (“Michael Herr News”). 
 
1.2.2. Dispatches 
 
After his graduation in 1961, Herr had attempted to acquire a writer’s post with the popular 
men’s magazine, Esquire, but was unsuccessful (Sims 247). During the next six years of 
freelancing, he built up a great interest in writing about the ongoing Vietnam War. 
Weingarten also mentions the effect that Herr’s current professional position had on his 
desire to work on the subject specifically for a publication such as Esquire: “For Herr, 
Vietnam was the story, but a benign general interest magazine like Holiday wasn’t exactly 
the right forum for what he wanted to do” (Who’s Afraid 154, italics original). In May 
1967, he sent the magazine’s editor Harold Hayes a proposal letter in which “he talked of 
writing ‘the best kind of journalism’ from Vietnam to ‘make it seem more real’. […] He 
wanted to be Esquire’s man in Vietnam, roaming the country for stories that could be 
published in a monthly column: ‘extended vignettes, set pieces, geographical sketches, 
personality portraits…even battle reportage’” (154, consecutive stops original). Sims 
confirms the random nature of Herr’s plans at this point, telling that he had “proposed six 
articles he could write including items on the press, a piece about Saigon […] and another 
14 
 
on ‘The Aces, or The Veterans,’ meaning those who had put in a lot of time and had 
developed a personal style for valor” (Sims 247-48). Overall, Herr had an apparent purpose 
to find “stories that would render a truer picture of the war than had so far been presented 
in the traditional press” (Saliba 12). 
Hayes eventually hired Herr to be Esquire’s correspondent and sent him to Vietnam 
in late 1967. The decision was undoubtedly made easier by the fact that “Herr had landed 
an assignment with Holiday which would pay for his plane ticket to Vietnam” (Saliba 13). 
Most of all, it was up to Hayes to grant Herr the high level of press credentials that 
Esquire’s prestige made possible. These credentials actually gave Herr the honorary rank 
of Lt. Colonel, which gave him access to all kinds of army transportation (13, 16). This 
ability to travel relatively quickly around the country at will was crucial for Herr’s task, 
especially when both the methods behind his task and the state of the war changed 
drastically. 
After his arrival, Herr soon found that his intention to only write regular columns 
could not satisfy him. At a very early stage, he understood that the official data the 
reporters were supplied falsified the story that he was looking for. He thought that it “made 
conventional propaganda look innocent” (The Gang 162). It did not help that the methods 
of conventional journalism left Herr feeling very poorly equipped to work beyond this 
propagandist system. He was simply sceptical of conventional journalism’s ability to wade 
through the smokescreen of the official reports and briefings given by the government to 
get to the heart of the events in Southeast Asia (Saliba 12). Weingarten points out that 
“What Herr wouldn’t touch were straight news stories – the piles of statistics and body 
count roll calls that explained nothing” (The Gang 162). An Associated Press newswire 
from mid-1967 gives a good example of such a “straight news story”: 
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The weekly casualty report said 274 Americans were killed in action, equalling 
the previously weekly high recorded six weeks before. The U.S. Command 
said 1,903 enemy were killed, 751 more than the week before although not a 
record. A total of 1,748 Americans were reported wounded last week, and 18 
were missing or captured, the U.S. Command said. (“Vietnam War Casualties” 
1) 
 
Not only are death tolls presented here in a very calculated, simplified manner, but the 
newswire even mentions “records” of casualties, as if the situation was simply about 
bookkeeping or even some kind of morbid competition. There is also a notion of these 
reports being “weekly.” It gives the air of regular, standard procedures without deeper 
background stories to research. Herr needed more specific and elaborated information. 
Saliba also elaborates on these deficiencies and in doing so, points out why the subjective 
nature of literary journalism was what Herr needed to carry on with his mission: 
  
How could reporters, reasoned Herr, find out what was really going on in 
Vietnam when they were so often enslaved to such time-worn journalistic 
conventions as objectivity, tight deadlines and the reluctance of editors to print 
stories that deviated from those of the rest of the “pack”? To Herr, this form of 
journalism simply reinforced among reporters the need for quick, canned 
information, prepackaged quotes, and sterile facts and figures. (12) 
 
Going back to the concept of the official military sources passing on self-servingly one-
dimensional information, Herr brought up this problem very directly with his own 
superiors while still in Vietnam. A letter he sent to Hayes in early January 1968 gives an 
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example of such statements from the US armed forces: “They’re on the ropes, you dig, 
we’ve scattered their command, recruitment is down, it’s as good as over, all but the 
mopping up” (Sims 248). In the same letter, Herr gives his frank rebuttal to the previous 
estimate: “This spring will be the worst of the war, the most savage, the bloodiest time of 
all, but no one here will admit it” (Sims 248). He felt that an escalation was coming, the 
type that would make him venture further into the battlefield to find the truth and bring him 
much more information than would be needed for mere articles. 
His estimation quickly became a reality when, in late January 1968, the North 
Vietnamese army began the nationwide Tet Offensive. It was the largest single operation 
carried out in the war thus far, and, while it ended in momentary defeat for the North 
Vietnamese forces, the casualties and material damages suffered by the Americans were 
considerable. Most of all, it proved to Herr that the official reports on the victorious course 
of the war were false. This military backlash was a turning point for Herr. Weingarten 
brings out another letter that Herr sent to Hayes in February 1968: “Tet changed everything 
here, and made the material I’d filed seem like it had been written from a different 
war…I’m sick about it (I never worked harder on anything in my life, and I think the text 
was good), but I don’t see any real alternative to scrapping it” (Who’s Afraid 156, 
consecutive stops original). Saliba echoes this same notion, how “in light of all that was 
happening during Tet, Herr knew that the material he’d submitted was about a time and 
place that over the course of a few hours had simply ceased to exist” (14).  
These notions are in stark contrast to what Kelly wrote about General 
Westmoreland’s overall performance as commander only four months after the Tet 
Offensive: “Despite the sharp criticism he received during certain portions of the 
campaign, the conclusion now seems inescapable that it has been carried out with a 
remarkably small loss in American lives” (4). Kelly does directly reference Tet as a serious 
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occasion where Westmoreland made troop placement decisions for which he was “severely 
criticized” (4). But overall Kelly carefully downplays criticism by even noting how 
criticized decisions turned out better from one point of view and emphasises the losses of 
the North Vietnamese opposition in large battles of the time such as the one around the 
important outpost of Khe Sahn, where the enemy “by the best estimates of U.S. officers, 
suffered extremely heavy losses in both men and equipment under the most intense aerial 
bombardment in history” (4). Kelly comes off as a newspaper writer who has “gotten on 
the team” and writes with the mind of keeping the reader’s morale and support for the war 
effort high, even when writing so close to a threatening escalation such as the Tet 
Offensive.  
Herr’s mistrust in such writing and his own observations about the time around Tet 
changing everything for the worse receive support from more recent research. In December 
1967, only two months before Tet, nearly 46 percent of the US public supported the war 
effort in Vietnam, despite the US having suffered more than 15.000 hostile deaths up until 
that point. After the escalation of casualties following Tet, that support began declining 
until barely 30 percent of the public showed their support by September 1969 (Feaver, 
Gelpi and Reifler 30). Herr’s hunch about the ways contemporary media wrote about 
Vietnam being untrue were thus validated by public opinion at least to an extent, even if 
we can only state that firmly in retrospect. Still, it is clear that such occasions motivated 
Herr to go further with his own research and take more risks with his reporting.  
Sims takes this note further and tells how the author’s “vision for his Vietnam 
reporting was coming clear; he returned to a plan from nearly a year earlier and told Hayes 
he wanted Esquire to support him ‘ranging around the country, mixing with all sorts of 
company, occasionally going in and out of combat. Digging the war, you might say’” 
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(249). In his interview with Schroeder, Herr explains this pre-conceived plan, or even the 
practical lack of one:  
 
I had no plan. I went in to write a book. Harold knew that. Whatever 
arrangement I had with him – whether it was pieces, or a column, or even a 
regular feature – the idea always was to write a book. Having thought of myself 
not as a journalist but as a writer, I thought that it was time to write something. 
I was twenty-seven years old when I went there, and I had spent all the time 
previous travelling and writing pieces about places, but not writing what I felt I 
should be writing. So I believed before I ever got there that that was the time 
and the place and the subject. (34) 
 
After roaming around the warfield for more than a year and occasionally sending parts of 
his material for Esquire to publish as articles (parts also appeared in the New American 
Review #7 and Rolling Stone), Herr returned home in 1969 and began to collect his stories 
into a book – a process that would take him several years.  
As a general note, from this point forward almost every direct reference from 
Dispatches that I make in this thesis will concern the 1991 Vintage International edition. 
My notes about the book’s critical reception will also include a reference to the 2002 
Picador edition, but for clarity’s sake the 1991 edition is the default source when not noted 
otherwise. 
 Dispatches is divided into six sections, with each section being more or less distinct 
from the others based on the theme in each given section. The first one is called “Breathing 
In” (Dispatches 1), a title that serves a dual purpose. It emphasises how the author prepares 
himself for the trials that he is about to undergo by literally bracing himself but also gives 
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the reader a hint that what he/she is about to read will be a physically demanding 
experience, so one should pull in an additional breath before turning to the next page. The 
section introduces Herr in Vietnam and goes through the expected self-doubts and 
problems concerning his abilities to handle the mission that lies ahead. Soon enough, Herr 
finds himself at relative ease with the concept of being in the warzone but unsure if his 
preliminary mission of writing occasional articles is the one he should be focusing on. It 
ends with the beginning of the Tet Offensive and Herr’s realization that he must dispense 
with the official information sources and head deeper into the field where the soldiers and 
his story were to be found. 
The title of section two leaves little room for guessing what Herr’s first experiences 
among the soldiers at the front lines felt like: “Hell Sucks” (67). It is a relatively short 
section, with the city of Hue acting as the central location. Thematically, it concentrates on 
the once majestic former capital of Vietnam crumbling brick by brick, while starting to 
show the death and destruction more explicitly and establishing closer connections 
between Herr and the soldiers. 
Section three carries the name of its central location, “Khe Sahn” (85), signifying the 
US base camp situated in the city of the same name. It concentrates on Herr’s 
conversations with various soldiers and shows his successful progress in gaining their trust. 
Besides the brief battle scenes, considerable attention is given to the eerily silent moments 
that were the backgrounds of most conversations, when paranoia, uncertainty and the 
uncomfortable anticipation between occasional explosions and fired rounds dominated the 
scene. 
“Illumination Rounds” (167), the fourth section, contains short episodes of Herr’s 
recalling different events, mostly shorter dialogues or depictions of dialogues with soldiers 
and the occasional colleague, while also mixing in pieces of Vietnam’s history. Compared 
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to the earlier sections with their clear locations and situations, it is much more fragmented, 
like a barrage of information coming at the reader in very different fragments – a feeling 
that Herr must have often had in the field. As the title of the section suggests, this structure 
creates the feeling of a set of flares shot out into the darkness with the purpose of 
illuminating the story for the reader. 
The fifth section, “Colleagues” (189), concentrates on Herr’s colleagues whom he 
spent time with around the country, especially in the press centers of Saigon. 
Correspondents, writers, photographers – Herr uses the section to depict his relationship 
with the people at the scene most like him, those who were there largely of their own 
choice and thus contrasting with the soldiers, who were largely drafted to be there. 
Finally, there is “Breathing Out” (251), which collects the final memories Herr wants 
to bring up as the soldiers’ stories and also summarizes his experience throughout the 
endeavour in Vietnam. The title also refers to that of the first section, signifying that the 
writer’s exhaustive mission was ending and that the reader could breathe out as well. The 
whole concept of wrapping the text between the titles “Breathing In” and “Breathing Out” 
emphasises the arduous physicality of the material with the idea of the whole story being 
like a deep and lengthy in-held breath. It symbolizes the suffocating nature of the 
experience Herr and the soldiers went through in Vietnam and brings that heavy physical 
toll closer to the reader. 
Dispatches was finally released in 1977, two years after the conclusion of the 
Vietnam War, to a mix of political accusations and critical praise. In a personal interview, 
Herr recalls and discredits the duelling political controversy that he encountered after the 
book’s release. “People of the left think that I’m some kind of bloody-minded, militaristic 
monster, and people of the right think that I’m the worst kind of bleeding-heart liberal sob 
sister, when, in fact, I don’t really know what politics is” (Schroeder 36).  The response 
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from literary circles was considerably more positive. Author John le Carré has called 
Dispatches “the best book I have read on men and war in our time” (Dispatches, 2002, 
blurb), while Robert Stone of the Chicago Tribune has stated that “it may be the best 
personal journal about war, any war, that any writer has ever accomplished” (Dispatches, 
blurb). Newsweek claimed that it “may be the best book any American has written about 
any war” (Prescott). The Saturday Review noted that it is “hands down, the book about 
Americans in Vietnam” (Plummer, italics original). On a similar note, The New York 
Times’s critic C.D.B. Bryan called it the best book written about the Vietnam War, and in 
1978 it was even nominated for the National Book Award (Who’s Afraid 165). Weingarten 
makes a grand comparison by adding that “Dispatches was recognized as a classic of war 
literature, one of the few non-fiction Vietnam books that rose to the level of great fiction” 
(165). Critic John Leonard points out how the book is an essential example of its genre, 
saying that it represents “a certain kind of reporting come of age – that is, achieving 
literature. It is the reporting of the 1960's at last addressing itself to great human issues, 
subjective, painfully honest, scaled of abstractions down to the viscera, the violence and 
sexuality understood and transcended” (“Portfolio at NYU”). Hellman notes that “Such 
praise, while appropriate to the considerable quality of the book, reflects in its 
extravagance American readers’ need for a work that would help them comprehend the 
war, the media event most responsible for the unreality of American experience in the 
1960’s” (127). In this light it is easy to also see Hellman’s point when he claims that “the 
critical reception seemed to extend almost beyond acclaim to gratitude” (126). Considering 
that Dispatches was released at a time when memories of the Vietnam War were still fresh 
and raw in the minds of both the soldiers and the civilians, it gave a clarifying report to 
those still overwhelmed by the event. It is especially important to think about many of the 
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returning veterans, reluctant to speak about their experiences to the masses and thus 
effectively silencing themselves. Writers like Herr gave these individuals a voice. 
 
1.2.3. Literary Journalism 
 
Generally speaking, the genre of literary journalism can be described as reportage based on 
journalistic research and written in the style of fiction. Compared to regular journalism’s 
credo of telling “what-when-where-why-how” in a short and objective manner, the 
language and style of a literary journalist goes beyond that and uses a decidedly subjective 
viewpoint along with standard fictional devices such as detailed scene construction, 
character development and moving back and forth in time.  
Herr was surely not the first writer to employ this literary form to war reportage. He 
was part of a much longer tradition of mixing elements of fiction or memoir into straight 
reportage, which included writers as renowned as Ernest Hemingway (who wrote 
magazine dispatches from the Spanish Civil War and the Second World War) and George 
Orwell (whose book Homage To Catalonia (1938) recounts his experiences of serving in 
the Spanish Civil War), men best known for their fictional work. Herr had contemporaries 
writing about Vietnam as well. They ranged from the likes of Tim O’Brien, whose 1973 
book If I Die in a Combat Zone, Box Me Up and Ship Me Home presents the author’s 
autobiographical account of his tour of duty as a soldier in Vietnam, to renowned journalist 
Martha Gellhorn, whose 1966 book Vietnam: A New Kind of War (1966) concentrates 
more on the civilians caught in the terror of the Vietnam War, a factor that Dispatches 
largely omits.  
The tradition has endured in the United States to this day. A prime recent example 
would be Dexter Filkins’ The Forever War (2008), where Filkins recounts his experiences 
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as an embedded correspondent for The New York Times in Afganistan and Iraq during the 
late 1990s and early 2000s. The Forever War was praised as one of the best books of the 
year in numerous large publications from The Washington Post to Time Magazine (Filkins, 
blurb). The Los Angeles Times complimented Filkins in a way that I feel applies to Herr 
and Dispatches as well: “Thanks to one reporter’s heroic act of witness and brilliant 
recitation of what he saw, we can see the war as it is, and for ourselves” (blurb). What 
connects all of the authors and their works mentioned above is the tradition of literary 
journalism, mixing their reportage with elements of fiction and/or memoir to create a more 
comprehensive and coherent picture of their experiences for the reader. 
Herr’s own background makes his way of mixing these elements interesting, even 
impressive. Going into Vietnam as a reporter with the professional background to match, 
the journalistic side of the form came naturally to Herr. But the fictional elements of his 
writing were also notably accomplished for someone who had not published any notable 
works of fiction. For example, one can see clear parallels between Dispatches and Joseph 
Conrad’s canonized fictional novella, Heart of Darkness. Both books present their 
protagonist going in to observe an imposing jungle environment: Herr to Vietnam and 
Conrad’s main character Charles Marlow to Africa. Both books also depict their 
protagonists meeting individuals who have become unstable and dangerous under the 
influence of the environment in question. Reading Marlow’s depiction of Mr. Kurtz, a 
local high-ranking agent of an ivory trading company, the atmosphere resembles that of 
many passages found in Dispatches: 
 
One evening coming in with a candle I was startled to hear him say a little 
tremulously, “I am lying here in the dark waiting for death.” The light was 
within a foot of his eyes. I forced myself to murmur, “Oh, nonsense!” and 
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stood over him as if transfixed. Anything approaching the change that came 
over his features I have never seen before, and hope never to see again. Oh, I 
wasn’t touched. I was fascinated. It was as though a veil had been rent. I saw 
on that ivory face the expression of sombre pride, of ruthless power, of craven 
terror – of an intense and hopeless despair. Did he live his life again in every 
detail of desire, temptation, and surrender during that supreme moment of 
complete knowledge? He cried in a whisper at some image, at some vision, – 
he cried out twice, a cry that was no more than a breath – “The horror! The 
horror!” (97) 
 
Several of the passages I have included in my analytical section which display Herr 
observing American soldiers in Vietnam could be condensed into that brief whisper of 
“The horror! The horror!”  Thematically speaking they emanate the same kind of intense 
and hopeless despair that Marlow feels when observing Kurtz. Even though the specifics of 
the physical settings and the time periods in the books are not mirror images, one can find 
similarities in the bigger pictures within as well. Heart of Darkness observes the effects of 
British imperialism in 19th century Africa, while Dispatches does the same concerning the 
involvement of the United States in 20
th
 century Vietnam. This connection is strengthened 
by the shared denominator that is Ford Coppola’s motion picture, Apocalypse Now. The 
movie is based on themes and moods presented in Conrad’s novella, while Herr was 
involved in the writing of the movie’s screenplay. Thus it is easy to see that Herr’s work is 
at least a continuation of the literary style found in Heart of Darkness (Flye). 
The challenge becomes greater when trying to specifically define the intertwined 
relationships of factual and fictional writing in the works of authors such as Herr. Thomas 
B. Connery simplifies this by saying that “literary journalism often reconciled fact and 
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fiction, reality and language, by being a mode of expression more imaginative than 
conventional journalism but less imaginative than fiction” (6). He continues from this idea 
by saying that “Such writing attempted to go beyond journalism’s facts but stopped short 
of fiction’s creations and sought a fusion of the role of observer and maker into a literary 
journalism that presented a third way to depict reality” (18). 
Unfortunately, such a vague generalization does not, for example, distinguish the 
form clearly enough from similar ones such as memoir, biography, or travel writing. This 
is just one of the several problems in defining literary journalism in a detailed manner. The 
first considerable one is that written research about the history of the literary form is 
scarce. In his study A History of American Literary Journalism from 2000, John Hartsock 
notes early on in the preface that, prior to beginning scholarship on literary journalism, his 
intention was to find histories of the form that he could review – only to discover that 
“there was no history of the form” (ix). This is not to be taken entirely literally. From Chris 
Anderson’s Literary Nonfiction: Theory, Criticism, Pedagogy (1989) to Thomas B. 
Connery’s A Sourcebook of American Literary Journalism: Representative Writers in an 
Emerging Genre (1992), anthologies containing both historical scholarship and 
exemplifying pieces of writing had been published, but what Hartsock was aiming at was a 
longer textbook that would on its own at least approach a comprehensive history of the 
whole form.  
A big problem in historicising the genre in the first place is that there is a lot of 
debate over what kind of writing should be included and before that, what to even call it 
all. As Connery points out, literary journalism is “a form of printed prose that has been a 
significant form of cultural expression in the twentieth century but has been either ignored, 
mislabeled, or misread” (Connery 6). In the textbooks I have found, “literary nonfiction” is 
almost as common a term as “literary journalism.” Things only get harder because, as 
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Hartsock notes, “matters are further muddied when one considers that ‘literary journalism’ 
and ‘literary nonfiction’ are not the only terminologies for designating the form. They 
appear to be the two most widely used, but others include ‘art-journalism, nonfiction novel, 
essay-fiction, factual fiction, journalit,… journalistic nonfiction,… [and] New Journalism’” 
(4, consecutive stops original). For my own purposes, I will discard terms that include the 
word “nonfiction.” While it is a clear enough word to use in pointing out how the literary 
form in question intends to differentiate itself from fiction and is based on factual 
information, I find it simplifies the form too much. The division between fact and fiction 
can become somewhat blurred, especially when we bring the form of new journalism into 
the mix. At that point, literary “nonfiction” sounds inferior in contrast to literary 
“journalism.” Hartsock supports my view in the following: 
 
I prefer “journalism” as the last element for three reasons. First, to define the 
form as a “nonfiction” reinscribes its status as a “nought,” thus reenacting an 
elitist literary conceit that has long consigned such writing as a “non” “essential” 
literature. Second, the writers I discuss were and are professional journalists. 
Third, journalism, as both a journey and the passage of the diurnal from which, 
etymologically, it derives, provides a challenge to literary conceit making, or 
literary resonance. (12, italics original) 
 
Beyond the demeaning effect of the “non” prefix, I do not find this a suitable term. 
Stylistically, literary journalism uses the methods of the fiction writer, so calling it the 
exact opposite of fiction would discount the connection the two forms share. “Journalism” 
is also a better choice as the last element because it shows that the form is deeply rooted in 
the journalistic gathering of material and very often practiced by professional journalists. It 
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is thus unfortunate that literary journalists may end up marginalized merely due to their 
professional title. As Hartsock explains:  
 
There is little difference between the professionalized class of journalists and 
the way creative writing workshops today professionalize “creative” writers, 
some of whom teach in our most esteemed universities and are considered 
makers of “literature.” They then are judged by their professionalization. The 
only difference is that they are privileged while journalists are marginalized – 
the latter not according to what they write but according to their professional 
class. (31) 
  
This seemingly arbitrary reason for its marginalization is another example of why 
historical reviews of literary journalism are so scarce in the general field of literary studies 
and thus why defining the form is such a challenge. 
This brings us to the problem of separating literary journalism from regular or even 
sensational journalism and eventually from other similar literary forms. First, what really 
constitutes a literary type of journalism? Is it an oxymoron? Throughout scholarly history, 
this has somewhat been the case. Underwood brings out the following general view by 
writer and professor Phyllis Frus: 
 
In her explanation of why journalistic writing seldom qualifies as literature in 
the view of many contemporary scholars, Frus said journalistic writing “is tied 
to everyday life and thus is hampered by its pragmatic function, which is to 
provide information,” and, in contrast to “fiction’s imaginative freedom and 
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creativity, journalism is discursive and mundane” and doesn’t deal in the 
“higher truths” that fiction does. (Underwood, 10-11)     
   
This notion again brings back the elitist conceit that literature, specifically fiction, is 
automatically on a higher scholarly level than journalism. This also automatically separates 
the two terms, taking the stance that journalism, by its nature, cannot delve into the 
imaginative and creative levels where fiction operates.  
Fortunately, several scholars argue that a literary type of journalism is very much 
possible. Hartsock claims that, contrary to Frus and her argument about the discursiveness 
of journalism, literary journalism shuns the mundane by operating in a narrative mode. He 
emphasises this element all the way to a point where he would like to attach “narrative” to 
the name of the form itself: 
 
Understanding that the form works largely in a narrative mode is important 
because there is no reason why the essay or newspaper commentary cannot be 
viewed equally as a kind of literary journalism. Additionally, the appellation of 
“literary” alone to journalism is, at best, fraught with problems, not the least of 
which is what constitutes “literature.” For this reason, I prefer “narrative 
journalism” as a simple descriptive term, or “narrative literary journalism” 
since such works are fundamentally narrative rather than discursive. Given that 
the first has no current critical cachet, and given that the piling on of adjectives 
in the second is considered bad style, I have decided to stay with “literary 
journalism” with the understanding that the texts under consideration are 
narrative in mode. Future discussions among scholars will have to culturally 
construct any final nomenclature, if such a nomenclature is possible. (11) 
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Kerrane and Yagoda also present a very important point of view: 
 
But just what kind of journalism is “literary”? Our five-word answer would be: 
thoughtfully, artfully, and valuably innovative. The “innovative” is key, for two 
reasons. First, it is our view that like much else in the twentieth century, 
journalism has been an object of mass production, turned out according to 
codified standards and in agreed-upon shapes. These standards are in many 
ways useful, yet they are also limiting, and for a writer to cast one or more aside 
can be liberating. (14) 
 
I consider “innovative” the key word here. Contrary to the stylistically static quality of 
regular journalism, to serve higher creative requirements and to be “literary” as I need to 
define it for this thesis, journalism had to evolve. In relation to my main topic, Herr “did 
not feel that journalism functioned well in Vietnam. ‘If standard journalism really worked, 
if all the sophistication of our communications could really engage and purge, there would 
be no need for the kind of work I want to do now,’ Herr wrote in 1967” (Sims 248). 
What then of the direct differences between literary journalism and other types of 
journalisms and separate forms such as travelogues? When comparing these forms, literary 
journalism can be seen as notably more versatile. Accounts based in literary journalism did 
more than just record and report. A very important element they include is interpretation. 
They subjectively place details and impressions into a form that resembles the telling of a 
fictional story. Similar journalistic manners would not have been considered appropriate 
for the standard newspaper article or other sections of the institutionalized press. We can 
thus see how literary journalism gives the receiver a different version of reality: a cultural 
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interpretation that differs from that of most conventional journalistic sources or actual 
fiction writers (Connery 6). 
Such a separation of genres can then give one the impression that the sensationalist 
style of journalism, regularly used even today by institutions such as the yellow press, 
could then also serve as literary journalism. However, the connection is not so simple. In 
order to understand the relationship between literary journalism and sensational 
journalism, one has to look at their specific elements. Both genres aim to reflect the 
phenomenal world in ways that appeal to our common senses. But where narrative literary 
journalism attempts to give insight into other subjectivities, sensationalist journalism 
attempts to create a horrified or terrified response in the receiver by reinforcing the notion 
of the marginalized as Other. Instead of insight, it goes for shock value (Hartsock 100). To 
give a concrete example about this difference, Hartsock again specifically mentions post-
Civil War America in the late nineteenth century – a time when rising literary journalists 
challenged, among other styles, the sensationalist journalism on a national level. The 
timing was very important as these two styles eventually dominated journalistic discourse 
during a time when people craved to better understand what was happening in 
contemporary American life and what were the consequences – especially for their own 
lives. This situation was just compounded by the then current mass immigration, people 
relocating in large numbers from the countryside to the growing cities and the economic 
changes and labour strife (57-8).  
As mentioned earlier, regular types of journalism could not serve their audiences in 
such socially turbulent times. When considering such a social context, one can easily see 
how the sensational models and simplifying, at times alienating reporting styles of more 
objective journalism would fail to account for what was happening in people’s lives. “The 
social psyche was being fed what could not sustain it” (Hartsock 59). The time was ripe for 
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a literary genre that used open subjectivity to close the gap between the reader and the 
object of a given story – a genre such as literary journalism. As literary journalist and 
political philosopher Lincoln Steffens condensed the ideal of the genre, one had “to get the 
news so completely and report it so humanly that the reader will see himself in the other 
fellow’s place” (317). 
Comparing literary journalism to technically separate and independent genres like 
travelogues makes seeing the difference even harder but not impossible. As Hartsock 
explains: 
 
Travel narratives, on their face, belong to a topical genre. The kind of literary 
journalism under discussion here, on the other hand, is fundamentally a modal 
genre, that of narrative. But travelogue clearly can be in the form of narrative as 
well; thus boundaries can disappear between travelogue and narrative literary 
journalism. It depends upon if they are approached as topical or modal genres. 
There may, however, be compelling reasons to set travelogues aside as a 
separate grouping if only because their sheer volume can overwhelm other 
topical narrative literary journalism. That is the approach taken here, where the 
examples of narrative literary journalism are generally those that engage in a 
broader social portraiture that is more difficult to define topically. The same can 
be said of crime and sports narratives. (13) 
 
The difference between these literary forms, admittedly, can thus be less than clear. Even if 
we accept the basis that literary journalism is a broader form unconfined by a single topical 
field, stylistically and in writing overlaps between the forms will occur. As Hartsock adds: 
“When narrative literary journalism went into a kind of remission, particularly in the teens, 
32 
 
the twenties, the late forties, and the fifties, it survived at least in part through vigorous 
travel, crime and sports narratives” (13). It is thus correct to note that these other narrative 
forms operate in the field of literary journalism, even though they are distinct enough in 
content and large enough in volume to have acquired separate labels of their own. 
Another useful viewpoint for defining literary journalism can be found when looking 
at it from a chronological perspective and trying to map the genre’s progression throughout 
history. Technically speaking, one could start from ancient Greece with some of the 
written accounts of Plato, but going so far back is not relevant for this thesis. My interest, 
specifically with the American tradition which Herr naturally belongs to, starts with the 
late 19th century period following the ending of the American Civil War. It is often cited 
as the period when literary journalism began to emerge in American literary culture, but 
Hartsock goes further with this general perception by pointing out his view on how it is 
“not so much the first period of American literary journalism as the first period of modern 
narrative literary journalism in the United States. To do so anticipates the criticism, and a 
justifiable one, that there has long existed some form of narrative literary journalism” (22, 
italics original). 
Beyond simply taking the vague idea of a modern, more contemporary variety of 
literary journalism at face value, the post-Civil War period saw the kind of social 
developments that considerably assisted the rise of the genre in the public consciousness. 
To specify a few of these developments, there was a very notable rise in the country’s 
population that in turn had a drastic effect on the separate social classes. In the thirty years 
from 1860 to 1890, America’s population and wealth per capita had doubled while the 
national wealth had quadrupled (Schlesinger, 132). In relation to these economic statistics, 
Hartsock emphasises that “if the national wealth had quadrupled, clearly that wealth was 
not shared proportionally by the average worker who only saw income double. In that, one 
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can detect various economic disparities” (58). Naturally, the bigger social inequalities like 
the uneven distribution of wealth became, the more people wanted to understand and gain 
information about the reasons behind them. The fact-based yet narratively more 
comprehensive style of literary journalism provided the population with such a source, 
leading to a logical growth of the genre’s popularity. As Preston points out, “faced with a 
new continent full of strange forms of life and potentially useful or threatening mysteries, 
Americans have always placed a premium on the accurate survey, the reliable report” (34). 
The popularity and thus the growth of the genre were also affected by actions on the 
other side of the literary market, in the publishing houses, notably in America: 
 
Publishers were more likely to offer an author an advance for a work of 
nonfiction than a novel. Because no international copyright agreement existed 
between England and the U.S. until 1899, an American publisher was better off 
by stealing British novels than paying for American ones. With the country’s 
borders expanding and its population growing, readers were eager to learn more 
about America’s new frontier. Sales for “true adventure” books were fairly 
predictable, and American nonfiction had a large, and reliable, international 
readership; America’s was the story the world wanted to hear. (Boynton xxii) 
 
So not only was public demand for literary journalism on the rise, but the publishers were 
better off concentrating their domestic investments on it as well. 
In the same time period, important factors directly relating to the practitioners of 
literary journalism were converging to give the genre a boost. Hartsock singles out three 
such factors that illustrate the genre coming of age: 
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(1) The first and one of the most widely acknowledged was the widespread 
“adoption” of the techniques commonly associated with realistic fiction – 
dialogue, scene construction, concrete detail, and showing activity. Many 
scholars have taken note of the application of these techniques as one of the 
measures of the form. I suggest “adoption” only tentatively, given that these 
techniques were long utilized in the writing of narrative journalism. Indeed, their 
use preceded that of the literary realism of the fictional novel. But it is true that 
after the Civil War the ascendancy of literary realism in the fictional novel 
helped refocus the efforts of narrative journalists, as if what they were 
undertaking was newly discovered. (23) 
 
(2) The second factor is that the form was practised primarily by professional 
journalists or those who had worked as professional journalists and whose 
industrial means of production and expression were for the most part the 
newspaper and magazine press. (23) 
 
(3) Finally, and perhaps most important, there was a new and vigorous critical 
awareness that the form as practiced could be “literary.” This was expressed in a 
critical debate that emerged in the 1890s and intensified in the first decade of the 
twentieth century. (23) 
 
Elements like these laid down the groundwork for the literary stylings utilized by the new 
journalists of the 1960s and 1970s, including Herr. In turn, new journalism could be simply 
taken as an era-specific synonym for literary journalism, but going deeper it is slightly 
trickier genre to define. Although it is usually brought up when discussing literary 
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journalism from the 1960s and 1970s, the term ”new journalism” was used in an American 
context already in the 1880s. Back then it depicted the combination of sensationalist and 
socially aware journalism published in the New York World and other papers. Among other 
targets, muckraking on behalf of immigrants and the poor was a popular subject (Boynton 
xxiv). We see that the term new journalism was already being used during the same post-
Civil War period when literary journalism was achieving recognition and success. Despite 
this fact, new journalism is not just a commonly used synonym for literary journalism from 
the 1960s: “In reality the form was part of an evolution sharing much in common with 
what had preceded” (Hartsock 192). Just like the literary journalism of the 1890s and 
1930s, new journalism evolved as a response to notable cultural and social changes and 
problems of its own time. In the 1960s such factors included high-level assassinations, the 
civil rights movement, the drug culture, problems within the prevailing middle-class 
culture, growing environmental awareness, and naturally the Vietnam War (Hartsock 192). 
Thus, generally speaking, literary journalism is an antecedent of new journalism. 
What then makes new journalism different; a more evolved, specific type of literary 
journalism? Hartsock notes that “What does make it different from what preceded is that it 
achieved considerable critical recognition” (191). Relating this question to the methods of 
writers recognized as new journalists, Boynton argues that “The New Journalism was a 
truly avant-garde movement that expanded journalism’s rhetorical and literary scope by 
placing the author at the center of the story, channelling a character’s thoughts, using non-
standard punctuation, and exploding traditional narrative forms” (xii). New journalism 
took the methods of literary journalism further, most notably in utilizing different 
perspectives and points of view when looking at elements relevant to this thesis. 
The importance of the search for an adequate type of social commentary to new 
journalism cannot be overstated. Talking about pioneering new journalists such as Tom 
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Wolfe, Kerrane and Yagoda point out that “much of this fresh writing was, first and 
foremost, a direct response to the transforming events of the era: war protests, race riots, 
assassinations, and countercultural challenges to all proprieties. The reporting of Norman 
Mailer or Hunter Thompson, or of Wolfe himself, shows that the ‘genteel voice’ of 
traditional reportage was no longer sufficient to articulate public reality” (18). Weingarten 
supports this scenario, noting that “Wolfe and many of his contemporaries recognized, 
some earlier than most, one salient fact of life in the sixties: the traditional tools of 
reporting would be inadequate to chronicle the tremendous cultural and social changes of 
the era. War, assassination, rock, drugs, hippies, Yippies, Nixon: how could a traditional 
just-the-facts reporter dare to provide a neat and symmetrical order to such chaos? Many of 
them couldn’t and didn’t” (The Gang 6). 
This inadequacy relates directly to Herr’s mission to find a “true way” of reporting 
on the horrors of the Vietnam War. As Hartsock points out, “Herr, as a correspondent in 
Vietnam, quickly realized an epistemological futility to reporting on the war utilizing the 
formulas of conventional mainstream journalism” (194). To give an example directly from 
Dispatches concerning this frustration: “The press got all the facts (more or less); it got too 
many of them. But it never found a way to report meaningfully about death, which of 
course was really what it was all about” (214-15). 
Beyond discrediting the abilities of the polite, impartial voice of conventional 
journalism in relaying contemporary reality to the world, Wolfe wrote in detail about the 
technical building blocks of new journalism and how they traced back to the realist 
movement in his co-edited anthology of the genre, The New Journalism:  
 
If you follow the progress of the New Journalism closely through the 1960’s, 
you see an interesting thing happening. You see journalists learning the 
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techniques of realism particularly of the sort found in Fielding, Smollett, 
Balzac, Dickens and Gogol – from scratch. By trial and error, by “instinct” 
rather than theory, journalists began to discover the devices that gave the 
realistic novel its unique power, variously known as its “immediacy,” its 
“concrete reality,” its “emotional involvement,” its “gripping” or “absorbing” 
quality. (46) 
 
Herr’s attempt at the “true way” of telling his story has much to do with involving the 
reader emotionally in the circumstances and events he observes. By relaying personal 
stories in detail he gives a voice to his subjects, the soldiers, in a way that the mere body 
counts and statistics of battlefront advancements relayed by the military never could. 
Understanding this type of base helps us understand the methods Herr ended up using 
while in Vietnam to find his “true way” of telling the story he went in to find. 
So to briefly summarize this first chapter: my thesis will show how Michael Herr, 
journalist and writer in the 1960s-70s period of emerging literary journalism, travels to 
Vietnam during the war between the United States and its allies and the North Vietnamese 
and its allies to write a book which eventually was released as Dispatches. He felt that the 
Vietnam War was a defining moment of his generation and the story of this War needed to 
be told in a “true way,” which conventional objective journalism was not accomplishing. 
Herr discredited this conventional media, embedded himself with the American soldiers to 
get the stories straight from the field of war and then relayed them to the public by using 
elements of focalization, trauma theory and memoir writing. I aim to prove how through 
these elements, Herr finds a “true way” of telling the story of the Vietnam War, which 
presents a much more complete and trustworthy picture of the war experience than the 
accounts of objective journalists that motivated Herr to go on this journey in the first place. 
38 
 
2. Theoretical Framework 
 
In this chapter, I will introduce and explain the theoretical factors that will be essential in 
analysing the book itself in chapter 3. These factors are the narratological concept of 
focalization, general facts about trauma theory and concepts concerned with the idea of a 
collective memory as well as memoir writing. All of these factors have interconnections 
from one factor to the next, which should help unify my analysis from one subsection to 
the next.  
Focalization is involved in the narrative structure that Herr employs several times in 
Dispatches. It allows the soldiers Herr meets in Vietnam to act as the primary sources of 
the stories around which Herr builds his book, while he acts as an agent collecting and 
relaying those stories when the soldiers cannot. 
In turn, trauma theory gives additional insight into why methods such as focalization 
were necessary to give a more complete picture of the experiences of the soldiers in 
Vietnam. They were not only silenced by the military’s public relations practices of 
painting a brighter vision of the soldiers’ lives in the field of battle than they actually were. 
The personal traumas suffered by the soldiers also often prevented them from effectively 
relaying their stories forward, so agents such as Herr were needed to help them. 
Finally, the traumas can also be seen in a collective context, which brings the thesis 
to the field of collective memory and memoir writing. Herr uses elements of the latter to 
frame the collective experiences and memories of his own and the soldiers, thus giving the 
entire book a more coherent form. Dispatches is not left as a jumbled collection of random 
story snippets but one that can be seen as a collective account generated by a wide group of 
narrators and relayed by a single focalizor sharing the same traumas that effected the 
soldiers. 
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2.1. Focalization 
 
To bring my argument of a double narrative at work in Dispatches into a narratological 
framework, I have decided to consider the concept of focalization. In the words of 
Montgomery et al., “focalization refers to the way in which a text represents the 
relationship between who ‘experiences’ and what is experienced. The one who experiences 
is termed the ‘focalizor’ and who or what the focalizor experiences is then called the 
‘focalized’” (268). Fludernik adds that a focalizor character acts as a sort of lens for the 
reader. A story is filtered through him/her to the reader and thus the focalizor reflects the 
story forward rather than telling it directly like a narrator character would (36). 
Using these guidelines and taking note of the context of my thesis, we can say that 
Herr becomes a certain kind of focalizor whereas the soldiers he meets and the Vietnam 
War in itself becomes the focalized from his secondary perspective. In line with Genette’s 
interpretation of the concept of focalization, one has to take Herr’s stories from Vietnam in 
terms of who is seeing events happen and who is later speaking about them. Whose point 
of view is influencing the narrative perspective the most? (186). At face value, Herr is the 
primary narrator of the book, but several of the moments most relevant to my analysis do 
not come directly from his personal point of view. He acts as a reflector relaying and 
reporting the point of view of the soldiers he meets. 
Looking at these divisions, the apparent difference between focalization and more 
common terms such as “point of view” or “narrative perspective” can be easily questioned. 
To begin with, what does a “point of view” really stand for? Markku Lehtimäki provides a 
fitting definition: 
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“Point of view” traditionally designates a literally visual orientation or 
perspective, physical vision and experience of seeing; in addition to optical 
denotation, the term “point of view” has cognitive, emotional, ideological, and 
other connotations. It is not only the character’s mental and subjective 
experience which entails a point of view; we may also understand the 
narrator’s discourse as carrying a viewpoint which emerges through his 
discourse, rhetoric, stance, attitude, and position. (191) 
 
So can there be a difference between this definition and the perspective of a given textual 
narration? Fludernik states that, traditionally, “point of view” corresponds to “narrative 
perspective” and the difference is merely made in finding out whether the narration comes 
through the consciousness of a book’s character or an outside view (37). Bal makes the 
case that terms such as the two previously mentioned “do not make a distinction between, 
on the one hand, the vision through which the elements are presented and, on the other, the 
identity of the voice that is verbalizing that vision. To put it more simply: they do not make 
a distinction between those who see and those who speak. Nevertheless, it is possible, both 
in fiction and reality, for one person to express the vision of another” (142). Booth 
supports this idea and takes it further, relating it directly to the level of the narrator by 
arguing that “Any sustained inside view, of whatever depth, temporarily turns the character 
whose mind is shown into a narrator” (164). If we accept this view, then the soldiers in 
Dispatches become narrators on several occasions, who are focalized by Herr as he reflects 
their narration forward.  
What is most important is remembering this symbiotic relationship between Herr and 
the soldiers. It is not a simple case of Herr, in Chatman’s terms, never being present on the 
scene and merely being a reporter instead of an observer in the sense of literally witnessing 
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events himself (142). Herr should rather be considered a “witness-participant” (Nieragden 
686n). When the soldiers tell him stories from their past, Herr naturally has no other choice 
than acting as “just” a reporter who acts as a witness to the story he is being given. But on 
other occasions the events happening right before him, which he may even be participating 
in, add to the untold story he came to find in Vietnam. Then he is much more than an 
observer and should be credited as such, even when the concept of focalization 
concentrates on his role as a secondary narrator of sorts. 
Rimmon-Kenan takes the question of “who is speaking versus who is seeing” further 
to exemplify how the narration of a story can be divided between several characters. She 
first makes clear that a narrative agent can both see and speak, simultaneously if need be. 
This can lead to confusion about the performers of the two actions, which can in turn be 
cleared through the concept of focalization: 
 
Moreover, it is almost impossible to speak without betraying some personal 
”point of view,” if only through the very language used. But a person (and, by 
analogy, a narrative agent) is also capable of undertaking to tell what another 
person sees or has seen. Thus, speaking and seeing, narration and focalization, 
may, but need not, be attributed to the same agent. The distinction between the 
two activities is a theoretical necessity, and only on its basis can the 
interrelations between them be studied with precision. (72) 
 
The case is thus made for the concept of focalization containing the process of a specific 
character within a story verbally relaying the experiences of other characters in that same 
story. In Dispatches, this process is evident in Herr collecting the experiences of the 
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soldiers, placing them in the setting that he witnesses alongside them, and eventually 
writing it down into his book.  
From this point we get to the claim that the soldiers are the actual storytellers in 
Dispatches. Continuing with Bal’s explanations, she brings up an important point about the 
ways focalizors can be separated from each other: 
 
Because the definition of focalization refers to a relationship, each pole of that 
relationship, the subject and the object of focalization, must be studied 
separately. The subject of focalization, the focalizor, is the point from which 
the elements are viewed. That point can lie with a character […], or outside it. 
If the focalizor coincides with the character, that character will have an 
advantage over the other characters. The reader watches with the character’s 
eyes and will, in principle, be inclined to accept the vision presented by that 
character. (146) 
 
This separation must then be combined with the factor of a character’s experience and how 
it effects his/her perception in a given context: “Perception, however, is a psychosomatic 
process, strongly dependent on the position of the perceiving body; a small child sees 
things in a totally different way from an adult, if only as far as measurements are 
concerned. The degree to which one is familiar with what one sees also influences 
perception” (142). Thinking about a character’s overall experience of the war in Vietnam, 
it is justified to say that the soldiers have a clear advantage over Herr. They have been 
fighting there as a group day in and day out while Herr has come in for a relatively shorter 
period as a single reporter to document the events for posterity. Thus the deepest 
experiences of the war are coming from the soldiers, who have given them to Herr, 
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because he has the wide-ranging outlet for said experiences that they do not. Herr adds his 
own vision of the soldiers, their conditions and the general horrors of war as a subjective 
narrator automatically does, but by the principles of focalization, the focalizors with the 
most important insights to the events displayed in Dispatches are the soldiers. 
 
2.2. Trauma Theory 
 
Telling the story of experiences of war, especially when emphasising the viewpoints of the 
soldiers caught in the middle of the conflict, is also about telling the story of trauma. The 
traumatic experiences soldiers faced in Vietnam could have ranged from being caught in a 
live firefight to waiting for long anxiety-filled periods of time for the next one to enduring 
the uncertainty of guerrilla warfare (where it was notably difficult to consistently 
differentiate between civilians and enemy combatants), just to give a few examples. To 
give a specific example of a consequence of trauma, my source material on trauma theory 
in wartime most consistently refers to shell shock, an ailment that was already studied 
during the First World War and onwards. It concerns ailments connected to being in close 
range to exploding shell bursts that may lead to no immediate physical injuries, but can 
have retroactive mental and subsequently physical injuries (Luckhurst 50). Mott specifies 
these consequences that may befall a soldier: 
 
He has little or no idea of time and place, and his powers of recognition and 
comprehension are greatly impaired. He may be deaf or mute or a deaf-mute; it 
may be difficult therefore to ascertain what his mental condition is by 
conversation[…]The condition of his mind is reflected, however, in his face, 
for he has a dazed, stupid, mask-like, mindless expression. He probably 
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assumes an anergic, crouched or curled-up posture, but he may wander about in 
an automatic-like way. (80-1) 
 
Such descriptions of cognitively challenged and robotically acting soldiers can be found in 
many of the passages I will analyse from Dispatches. They notably resemble the kind of 
visible symptoms that prevent many of the soldiers Herr confronts from telling about their 
experiences of the war directly themselves, leading to the necessity of a mouthpiece such 
as Herr to record what he observes and carry it forward to the public. 
What made the effects of trauma on these soldiers additionally harsh was the military 
institution’s attitude towards afflictions such as shell shock or other trauma-linked injuries. 
As Luckhurst points out: 
 
In military structures the individual psyche is irrelevant to collective discipline 
and the hierarchy of command. Many of those treating shell shock discovered 
that military psychiatry was an impossible profession, caught between 
contradictory imperatives of cure and fitness for return to service. It explains 
why, from the Great War to the Gulf Wars, there appears to be a recurring 
cycle with the war neuroses: the problem is first denied, then exaggerated, then 
understood, and, finally, forgotten. War studs the history of trauma with its 
own passages of fugue, where everything learnt is wiped away by a reiterative 
institutional amnesia. (51) 
 
In other words, the military machine took a similar position on trauma-related injuries to 
that which it took in its relaying of battlefield information to the reporters: it attempted to 
modify or hide information as its own purposes and measurements of success required. It is 
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understandable, if also unfortunate, that the idea of psychological illness via trauma 
rendering either a single soldier or even a much larger number incapable of doing their part 
in the war effort was met with great reluctance. It was all too simple to discard such 
diagnoses as a simulation or a sign of outright cowardice (Luckhurst 51). Recognizing and 
validating concepts such as shell shock would have meant recognizing “a very contagious 
source of trouble when it gets into a battalion” (Report 66). What also made attitudes such 
as these worse was the notion that a traumatizing experience could, through repetition in 
the form of a mental flashback, feed itself and thus make the effects it could have on a 
soldier much longer in duration: 
 
In modern trauma theory as well, there is an emphatic tendency to focus on the 
destructive repetition of the trauma that governs a person’s life. As modern 
neurobiologists point out, the repetition of the traumatic experience in the 
flashback can itself be retraumatizing; if not life-threatening, it is at least 
threatening to the chemical structure of the brain and can ultimately lead to 
deterioration. (Caruth 63, italics original) 
 
Thus it can be seen that trauma was not just a passive factor in blocking the flow of 
information from the source of Herr’s “true” warfield stories. If this kind of a personal 
medical condition also lingered on actively through flashbacks and could even lead to 
continuous psychological deterioration of a soldier’s mind, having a mediator like Herr 
recording the stories of these trauma victims for a long period of time became that much 
more important. It was not simply uncertain if a soldier would live long enough to pass on 
a story, but whether or not he would have the mental capacity to do so even if he remained 
physically capable of functioning. Since such medical conditions may not have been taken 
46 
 
seriously by the very institution that these soldiers were serving in, an outside agent who 
embedded himself with these victims could act with more vigilance in communicating with 
them and observing their actions for posterity. So not only were the events in battle and the 
resulting traumas taking away abilities that the soldiers would have needed to tell their 
stories, but their own commanding institution could have been denying them of treatment 
needed to heal such traumas by possibly denying that they even existed. By doing so, the 
voicelessness of the soldiers grew ever more powerful. 
 
2.3. Memoir and Memory 
 
Herr adds elements of a memoir to Dispatches in order to give it a more coherent form and 
a broader context, viewing the experiences he found in Vietnam both at the scene during 
the war and in retrospect from back home, years after the events and even the ending of the 
war itself. In order to fully understand this side of Herr’s story, we naturally need to know 
what exactly makes a written work a memoir. In very simple terms, it is “an 
autobiographical work, written in a less formal and more selective way than a full 
autobiography” (Dictionary 169). When constructing a memoir, “writers use a modicum of 
summary and great swaths of narrative, scenic and historical, to sustain their single theme 
or emotional arc” (Larson 17). This difference in scope when compared to a person’s 
autobiographical work is important. An autobiography suggests giving a complete account 
of a person’s life, while a memoir can concentrate on a very specific theme or event that 
concerns the person in question. Time is not an issue as a memoir can be centered in the 
past, the present or both (Larson 2). Herr exemplifies all these points, concentrating on the 
specific theme of the Vietnam War and the soldiers who were caught in the middle of it 
while also presenting his stories from several temporal viewpoints. Herr’s retrospective 
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notions in Dispatches where he speaks after returning home from Vietnam are especially 
important in my analysis when presenting the post-journalistic account. 
As pertains to the factor of time, Larson also points out the following:  
 
Time and memory may or may not have made the story less raw. Still, you 
need to emphasize that which captivates you in the present. Don’t worry about 
remembering events: they have already shaped themselves in your mind and 
emotion, though you should be on guard for how you reshape them as you 
write today. (2) 
 
The concept of not excessively worrying about the precise accuracy of events one writes in 
a memoir is very similar to Herr’s stance on the precise accuracy of Dispatches. In his 
interview with Schroeder, he points out how he does not “think that it’s any secret that 
there is talk in the book that’s invented. But it is invented out of that voice that I heard so 
often and that made such a penetration into my head” (43). When Schroeder asks if the 
author could point out such an invention, Herr denies that he could and brings out an 
important difference between outright fictional inventions and the kind of circumstances 
that created some of his material:  
 
Nor would I if I could. I don’t really want to go into that no-man’s-land about 
what really happened and what didn’t really happen and where you draw the 
line. Everything in Dispatches happened for me, even if it didn’t necessarily 
happen to me. (44, italics original) 
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This notion of events happening for Herr has a connection to Larson’s notion of events 
shaping themselves in a writer’s mind and emotion. The events that Herr was either 
involved in or heard about from soldiers accumulated and were included in his story, 
which thus became a deeper and more general representation of the Vietnam War than just 
a single reporter’s subjective account of what he himself experienced. In connection to this 
notion, it should be considered that this type of subjective reporting via memorized 
reconstruction could easily be perceived as outright propaganda. As Vernon notes: 
 
Journalistic reportage is often referred to as “history’s first draft,” and it 
sometimes shares the memoir-as-history’s impulse to influence opinion. First-
person journalism rarely escapes the propagandist urge, either to celebrate the 
cause and the heroes or to damn the enterprise altogether. (28-29) 
 
Still, I feel Dispatches escapes such an urge. As I noted in the introduction concerning the 
book’s reception, Herr was blamed for both extreme left and right wing leanings although 
he himself states that he had no political axes to grind. Herr’s choice to place so much 
emphasis on the stories of the soldiers and not those of his own gives the book a more 
universal appeal. Instead of skewing the story too much through his own viewpoint, he 
remains an active mouthpiece who at most filters the raw materials several others gave to 
him on the battlefield. Working on the final draft of the book for so long through memory 
and giving it the air of a memoir would have only strengthened the chances of Herr letting 
his own motivations and opinions seep into the overarching story, because he had years 
after returning home to do so. But he did not, and instead used his memory to serve the 
stories he was given. 
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This notion also points out the importance of a collective memory, in the context of 
examining the relationship between individual and collective memories. Bromley notes 
that “The eye witness is never a simple ‘I’; individual testimony is always social, even 
more so when the unreliability of memory is considered” (Bromley 13). He makes the case 
that a localized experience, such as Herr’s tale from Vietnam, mediates national identity 
and memory. Even as an individual account of memory, it becomes a surrogate for a more 
social, collective account (12-13). Bromley strengthens this point with specifics concerning 
a book about the Second World War which shares clear characteristics with Dispatches. 
Bringing up Stanley Rothwell’s Lambeth at War, he points out the following about 
Rothwell’s account: 
 
The account moves in and out of analysis and in and out of time, but its power 
lies in its “over-real” description of the destruction of war, based upon the 
specifics of one community but capable of wide generalization because of its 
graphic record of mutilation, death, loss and endless pain: “they had been 
tossed there by the blast, heads and limbs missing.” (185) 
 
Such descriptions are common in Herr’s book as well, giving it Bromley’s characteristic of 
using the specifics of one community to apply to a larger collective. Thus Herr’s individual 
account of Vietnam can be seen to be speaking for the collective experience of the soldiers 
in the battlefield as well as speaking to the collective memory of the public beyond the 
battlefield. This broader context and appeal adds to the coherency of the text’s form that is 
also gained with the elements of a memoir that Herr uses. 
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3. Analysis 
 
3.1. Discrediting the Conventional 
 
In order to detail and analyse how Herr goes about telling the story of Vietnam in a “true 
way” and how he explicitly depicts this in Dispatches, it is first important to show the 
opposite: how Herr displays the “untrue,” insufficient ways of telling the story and the 
different factors which served as obstacles for him. Doing so requires showing how 
conventional journalism and its practitioners are depicted throughout the book as incapable 
of relating to and getting the stories of the War. It needs to be shown why Herr did not trust 
the information he was receiving through these avenues. He does not absolve himself of 
this situation, as he makes personal comments on his own initial lack of readiness to handle 
what he needed to do numerous times. Also, it is very important to show how the actions 
of the military officials further make this process much more difficult. 
Very early in the book, Herr recalls a comment thrown by a nameless journalist to a 
group of soldiers: “Once in some thick jungle corner with some grunts standing around, a 
correspondent said, ‘Gee, you must really see some beautiful sunsets in here,’ and they 
almost pissed themselves laughing” (Dispatches 11). The notion is that a reporter’s casual 
attempt at making contact with the soldiers was met with immediate ridicule. It is clear that 
trying to build connections to the soldiers through light-hearted small talk did not result in 
an atmosphere where they would open up to you with their stories. It leads to an important 
point that Herr makes about his role in Vietnam: 
 
Talk about impersonating an identity, about locking into a role, about irony: I 
went to cover the war and the war covered me; an old story, unless of course 
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you’ve never heard it. I went there behind the crude but serious belief that you 
had to be able to look at anything, serious because I acted on it and went, crude 
because I didn’t know, it took the war to teach it, that you were as responsible 
for everything you saw as you were for everything you did. (20) 
 
He had to acknowledge that he could no more remain an objective journalist than he could 
an objective participant in general. He had to take part in the same danger that the soldiers 
did, because he built the feeling of responsibility for the situation anyway. The seriousness 
of this necessity is depicted well in Herr’s notion that dropping this basic guideline of 
journalism, reporting events as objectively as possible, became almost an afterthought: 
 
It seemed the least of the war’s contradictions that to lose your worst sense of 
American shame you had to leave the Dial Soapers in Saigon and a hundred 
headquarters who spoke goodworks and killed nobody themselves, and go out 
to the grungy men in the jungle who talked bloody murder and killed people all 
the time. (40) 
 
He tells about relying on the official sources of information as holding onto the worst of 
American shame. Contrasting that with his need to go out and get the information instead 
from the frontline killers creates a stark picture of how incomplete the data that they could 
have gotten cleanly and directly at relatively safe headquarters press areas was. Staying 
there and relying on them would have equaled hiding behind the shame of not revealing 
and admitting what was truly happening in Vietnam. So leaving that shame behind in order 
to find a more true way to tell his story became paramount for Herr. How could he have 
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found a true way if he was convinced that information he was to base that way on was not 
true in the first place? 
As is evident, Herr’s primary problem in adjusting to this more demanding form of 
data collecting was adjusting to life near the heat of battle in general. Already in the first 
few pages, he leaves no doubts about his difficulties to cope. Merely seeing something in a 
flash that he could not identify struck him down mentally: “Once I thought I saw a light 
moving in the jungle and I caught myself just under a whisper saying, ‘I’m not ready for 
this, I’m not ready for this’” (5). Doing even routine-like physical actions such as getting 
onboard helicopters caused similar problems: “After a while I couldn’t get on one without 
thinking that I must be out of my fucking mind” (14). Herr also uses the helicopter as a 
symbol within the feeling of possibly fatal uncertainty that would be constantly present 
during his upcoming mission: 
 
That could be the coldest one in the world, standing at the edge of a clearing 
watching the chopper you’d just come in on take off again, leaving you there to 
think about what it was going to be for you now: if this was a bad place, the 
wrong place, maybe even the last place, and whether you’d made a terrible 
mistake this time. (11) 
 
Herr does not try to create a heroic image of the omnipotent reporter that could overcome 
any problem that appeared before him. He mirrors the same kind of thoughts and emotions 
that shine through in the statements he later gets from the soldiers. None of them knew if 
the day they are living will be their final one, yet they still carry on to complete what they 
have come to do.  
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Herr’s need to get over his initial fear and the aforementioned shame is also highlighted in 
the early attitudes of the higher ranked military officials: 
 
That morning when I tried to go out they sent me down the line from a colonel 
to a major to a captain to a sergeant, who took one look, called me Freshmeat, 
and told me to go find some other outfit to get myself killed with. I didn’t 
know what was going on, I was so nervous I started to laugh. I told him that 
nothing was going to happen to me and he gave my shoulder a tender, 
menacing pat and said, ”This ain’t the fucking movies over here, you know.” I 
laughed again and said that I knew, but he knew that I didn’t. (21) 
 
It is clear from being sent down the chain of command all the way to a sergeant, who then 
reacts to Herr with dismissive ridicule, that reporters such as him were primarily not taken 
seriously by the military officials. The quip about movies is especially condescending, 
given that Herr’s response is so mild and defeated in nature. It displays the kind of attitude 
usually shown to reporters. If the level of interest the reporters met from the officials early 
on only reached the point of being asked to die elsewhere, could they really have trusted 
the same officials to care about the legitimacy of the information they handed out to the 
same reporters?  
Herr also points out early that the problem in gathering information to convey tell 
forward truthfully was not that data could not be found. There was plenty of data to be had 
but what was legitimate? What was relevant? Who would have the skills and fortitude to 
go in and find out? Herr notes that weeding through all this took more than most reporters 
had: 
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Straight history, auto-revised history, history without handles, for all the books 
and articles and white papers, all the talk and the miles of film, something 
wasn’t answered, it wasn’t even asked. We were backgrounded, deep, but 
when the background started sliding forwards not a single life was saved by the 
information. The thing had transmitted too much energy, it heated up too hot, 
hiding low under the fact-figure crossfire there was a secret history, and not a 
lot of people felt like running in there to bring it out. (47) 
 
Here Herr directly alludes to his need of finding a different, more truthful way to tell what 
he heard and saw in Vietnam. He points out that they were briefed well at least in an 
official sense and there were plenty of questions to pose. But some of them did not receive 
an answer, whereas some questions did not even come up in the first place. A symbolic 
firefight could have been held with all the facts and numbers used as ammunition, but they 
did not serve Herr’s need.  
He had to find a secret history, information that did not come through the military’s 
official lines. This secret history refers to the stories of the soldiers on the field, where few 
people dared to go in the kind of extent that Herr did. He had to go in because he felt there 
were stories that would not otherwise get out. 
Many of these stories did not give a pristine picture of the American armed forces 
and their allies, which was why the officials often wanted to silence them. For example, 
one soldier recalled to Herr the command that he received concerning the body of an 
enemy fighter: 
 
”We had this gook and we was gonna skin him” (a grunt told me), ”I mean he 
was already dead, and everything, and the lieutenant comes over and says, 
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‘Hey asshole, there’s a reporter in the TOC, you want him to come out and see 
that? I mean, use your fucking heads, there’s a time and place for 
everything…’” (63, parenthesis original, consecutive stops original) 
 
It is highly noteworthy that the soldier in question did not by all appearances get scolded 
because he was about to mutilate an enemy combatant’s corpse. Instead, it was because he 
was about to do it under the present eyes of a reporter who could forward this event to a 
larger public. The lieutenant noting that there is a time and place for everything even 
suggests that such a brutal and unethical act was not only permitted but perhaps even 
quietly encouraged, as long as secrecy prevailed. 
Herr also found out quickly that the higher ranking officials’ preference for secrecy 
was not limited to spoken revelations. All Herr seemingly had to do was observe soldiers 
in acts that would understandably not have made for good public relations material, as he 
found out when watching a group of American soldiers kicking the dead bodies of some 
North Vietnamese fighters, followed by a single soldier opening fire on the same bodies: 
 
Then I heard an M-16 on full automatic starting to go through clips, a second to 
fire, three to plug in a fresh clip, and I saw a man out there, doing it. Every 
round was like a tiny concentration of high-velocity wind, making the bodies 
wince and shiver. When he finished he walked by us on the way back to his 
hootch, and I knew I hadn't seen anything until I saw his face. It was flushed 
and mottled and twisted like he had his face skin on inside out, a patch of green 
that was too dark, a streak of red running into bruise purple, a lot of sick grey 
white in between, he looked like he’d had a heart attack out there. His eyes 
were rolled up half into his head, his mouth was sprung open and his tongue 
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was out, but he was smiling. Really a dude who’d shot his wad. The captain 
wasn’t too pleased about my having seen that. (19) 
 
The depiction of this soldier’s face is clearly dehumanized, showing instead a beast of 
several random colours, notably the sick grey white. Yet the smile and the shooting of 
one’s wad imply that the act that has led this soldier into such a state was pleasurable. 
There was no apparent need or reason to riddle the corpses with bullets, but what Herr 
shows is a human being who has regressed into a seemingly primal state. The mere 
simulation of killing people by using already dead bodies had given this individual 
seemingly intense pleasure. Such an image does not come off as one that would motivate 
the support of public opinion for an already criticized war, so the higher ranking official 
understandably did not want it to get out through reporters such as Herr.  
When information either was allowed to come through by the military officials or 
was given directly by them, Herr mentions numerous occurrences where the information in 
question left a lot to be desired. For example, if the accomplishments of singular American 
soldiers could have been blatantly inflated in a favourable manner, they were. “A twenty-
four-year-old Special Forces captain was telling me about it. ‘I went out and killed one VC 
and liberated a prisoner. Next day the major called me and told me that I’d killed fourteen 
VC and liberated six prisoners. You want to see the medal?’” (174). In order to cultivate 
the image of an even more accomplished hero, the military did not stop at passing forward 
inflated data. They set up the appropriate soldiers with the prerequisite props such as 
medals as additional subjects for the media to fawn over. The same attitude prevails in 
Herr’s note concerning the reports of two celebratory events staged to make the capturing 
of the city of Hue from North Vietnamese fighters seem more triumphant then it actually 
was. Only this time, inflation is replaced with outright falsification: 
57 
 
 
There were two official ceremonies marking the expulsion of the NVA, 200 
refugees from one of the camps were recruited to stand, sullen and silent in the 
rain, and watch the GVN flag being run up. But the rope snapped, and the 
crowd, thinking the VC had shot it down, broke up in panic. (There was no rain 
in the stories that the Saigon papers ran, no trouble with the rope, and the 
cheering crowd numbered thousands). (81-2, parenthesis original) 
 
The events that were already staged with brought-in refugees acting as a crowd turn to 
momentary panic in the pouring rain due to a misunderstanding concerning the snapping of 
a rope. All these more “depressing” factors were polished out for the local papers, in order 
to have a story that rather boosted the morale of the readers. 
Later on in the book, Herr presents a piece of dialogue between General Tompkins, 
Commander of the 3
rd
 Marine Division, and Time Magazine reporter Karsten Prager 
concerning possible large-scale attacks by the North Vietnamese forces to the American-
controlled city of Khe Sahn. It displays the lengths these officials had to go to on the spot 
in order to maintain their façade in front of the media: 
 
”General, ” Prager said, ”what I want to know is, what if he decides to attack at 
Khe Sahn and, at the same time, he attacks at every single base the Marines 
have set up to support Khe Sahn, all across the DMZ? ” And I thought, Please, 
General, say ”God forbid!” Let your hands fly up, let involuntary shudders rack 
your spare, tough frame. Remember Langvei. Remember Mayhew. The general 
smiled, the crack trapper anticipating something good, past all doubting. 
58 
 
”That…is exactly…what we…want him to do,” he said. (148, italics and 
consecutive stops original) 
 
General Tompkins did not even try to negotiate the hypothetical yet dire situation 
presented to him in the terms of a bad or worst-case scenario. His primary line of response 
is that even a devastating, unexpectedly broad attack by the North Vietnamese would be 
precisely what they hope happens, because apparently they have already prepared for it. 
However, Herr’s italicization and use of consecutive stops in the General’s last line 
indicate that he was weighing his words very carefully. Such hesitation easily gives the 
impression that the claim is far from the truth, but it needed Herr’s trickery with the type 
font and writing rhythm to bring that element of suspicion to life. The struggle for 
situational control in the General’s statement again puts the credibility of the military 
organization he represents, the “Mission” as it is often referred to in the book, into 
question.  
Needless to say, the reactions to the Mission’s attitude on handling press and 
information are not favourable at all. One of Herr’s colleagues has a very self-explanatory 
comparison to the situation: 
 
The Mission Council joined hands and passed together through the Looking 
Glass. Our general’s chariot was on fire, he was taking on smoke and telling us 
such incredible stories of triumph and victory that a few high-level Americans 
had to ask him to just cool it and let them do the talking. A British 
correspondent compared the Mission posture to the captain of the Titanic 
announcing, ”There’s no cause for alarm, were only stopping briefly to take on 
a little ice.” (70, italics original) 
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This example posits that a general’s stories were getting so far removed from reality that 
other high-ranking officials had to intervene and at least scale the moment down to a more 
plausible level of fabrication. This kind of dissension among the higher military ranks was 
not uncommon either, as Herr points out when depicting a battle briefing concerning an 
offensive stretch needed in taking over the city of Hue: 
 
The major had not slept for five nights, and for the fifth night in a row he 
assured us that tomorrow would get it for sure, the final stretch of wall would 
be taken and he had all the Marines he needed to do it. And one of his aides, a 
tough mustang first lieutenant, would pitch a hard, ironic smile above the 
major’s stare, a smile that rejected good news, it was like hearing him say, 
”The major here is full of shit, and we both know it.” (79) 
 
It must be pointed out that Herr also clearly brings out the method behind this 
communications madness. They inflate and fabricate for a reason. The army officials did 
what they thought was best to keep the morale of their troops and the outside support for 
the war as high as possible. Reporters who dug into the same subjects as Herr and 
questioned the Mission’s credibility were confronted accordingly: 
 
While the last falling-off contacts were still going on and the last casualties 
being dusted off, Command added Dak To to our victory list, a reflexive move 
supported by the Saigon press corps but never once or for a minute by reporters 
who’d seen it going on from metres or even inches away, and this latest media 
defection added more bitterness to an already rotten mix, leaving the 
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commanding general of the 4
th
 to wonder out loud and in my hearing whether 
we were or weren’t all Americans in this thing together. (44) 
 
The press corps situated in static locations such as Saigon supported the Mission’s cause to 
the level of mechanically passing their information forward. Embedded and mobile 
reporters such as Herr saw a different story and they took it upon themselves to report it 
forward. How badly this sat with members of the military could have depended solely on 
their rank: 
 
There were officers and a lot of seemingly naïve troops who believed that if it 
were not for us, there would be no war now, and I was never able to argue with 
any of them on that point. A lot of the grunts had some of that sly, small-town 
suspicion of the press, but at least nobody under the rank of captain ever asked 
me whose side I was on, told me to get with the programme, jump on the 
teams, come in for the Big Win. Sometimes they were just stupid, sometimes it 
came about because they had such love for their men, but sooner or later all of 
us heard one version or another of ”My Marines are winning this war, and you 
people are losing it for us in your papers,” often spoken in an almost friendly 
way, but with the teeth shut tight behind the smiles. It was creepy, being 
despised in such casual, offhanded ways. (230) 
 
The implication shining through in the previous two paragraphs is that some military 
officials saw press actives such as Herr as outright traitors. What was even more 
problematic for them was that the press corps passing forward the military’s official data 
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on the war was vast and powerful. This put the credibility of singular agents such as Herr 
in question: 
 
Somewhere on the periphery of that total Vietnam issue whose daily reports 
made the morning paper too heavy to bear, lost in the surreal contexts of 
television, there was a story that was as simple as it had always been, men 
hunting men, a hideous war and all kinds of victims. But there was also a 
Command that didn’t feel this, that rode us into attrition traps on the back of 
fictional kill ratios, and an Administration that believed the Command, a cross-
fertilization of ignorance, and a press whose tradition of objectivity and 
fairness (not to mention self-interest) saw that all of it got space. It was 
inevitable that once the media took the diversions seriously enough to report 
them, they also legitimized them. (217, parenthesis original) 
 
This legitimization of the unreliable informational flood pushed forward by the military 
Command hit reporters such as Herr hard. Herr could not remain a part an entity which 
actively dismissed attempts at finding the “true way” to tell the story of the Vietnam War. 
It bears repeating once more that in the end, the problem was not a lack of information: 
 
The press got all the facts (more or less), it got too many of them. But it never 
found a way to report meaningfully about death, which of course was really 
what it was all about. The most repulsive, transparent gropes from sanctity in 
the midst of the killing received serious treatment in the papers and on the air. 
The jargon of Progress got blown into your head like bullets, and by the time 
you waded through all the Washington stories and all the Saigon stories, all the 
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Other War stories and the corruption stories and the stories about brisk new 
gains in ARVN effectiveness, the suffering was somehow unimpressive. (217, 
parenthesis original) 
 
As Herr says, it was all about death in different forms. The death of people, and the death 
of their stories, in a system that either actively tried to cover both up or at least ended up 
doing so. Conventional, objective journalism was a trap that Herr had to escape in order to 
go further into the field of war and find his true way of bringing those otherwise dying 
stories out to the public. He realized where the necessary stories were. Now he had to go 
and find them and formulate a way to tell them right. Herr puts it best when talking about 
the best correspondents roaming Vietnam and what piece of knowledge drove them 
forward: 
 
They knew that, no matter how honestly they worked, their best work would 
somehow be lost in the wash of news, all the facts, all the Vietnam stories. 
Conventional journalism could no more reveal this war than conventional 
firepower could win it, all it could do was take the most profound event of the 
American decade and turn it into a communications pudding, taking its most 
obvious, undeniable history and making it into a secret history. And the very 
best correspondents knew even more than that. (220) 
 
As Herr says, “Conventional journalism could no more reveal this war than conventional 
firepower could win it.” He had to abandon conventions such as safely compiling data at 
one, relatively safe location such as Saigon. Knowing “even more than that” was knowing 
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the journalists and writers could go further in their tactics, leaving the “official” sources of 
information behind and getting the stories straight from the soldiers in the heat of battle. 
 
3.2. Presenting the Voiceless 
 
After showing why his own difficulties of adapting to the war, the shortcomings of 
conventional journalism and the military’s unwillingness to tell the truth about what was 
happening in Vietnam prevented Herr from finding a true way to tell the story he was 
searching for, it was time for him to go deeper into the battlefield. Spending time with 
numerous soldiers and either seeing or hearing about their experiences in a more unfiltered 
manner, he found the makings of that story and now had to construct the way to present 
them in. Whether he chose to relay the words or merely the interpreted actions of the 
soldiers forward, the situation remains one where Herr focalizes the events of the war and 
the traumas suffered by the soldiers. Observed through the lens that Herr provides, we 
begin receiving the kind of stories that were not getting out to the public due to the kind of 
obstacles I brought up in my previous section of analysis. 
Just a few pages into the book, Herr brings up a story which would have clearly been 
a public relations disaster in the eyes of the US military organisation. The soldier in 
question was an experienced fighter, already on his third tour of Vietnam, so the effects of 
the battlefield had weighed on this man for quite some time: 
 
In 1965 he’d been the only survivor in a platoon of the Cav wiped out going 
into the Ia Drang Valley. In ’66 he’d come back with the Special Forces and 
one morning after an ambush he’d hidden under the bodies of his team while 
the VC walked all around them with knives, making sure. They stripped bodies 
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of their gear, the berets too, and finally went away, laughing. After that, there 
was nothing left for him in the war except the Lurps. “I just can’t hack it back 
in the world,” he said. He told me that after he’d come back home the last time 
he would sit in his room all day, and sometimes he’d stick a hunting rifle out 
the window, leading people and cars as they passed his house until the only 
feeling he was aware of was all up in the tip of that one finger. (6) 
 
Herr depicts an individual who has been so conditioned to living on the end of a trigger or 
even literally engulfed by death, that the soldier is still mentally there while in the confines 
of his own home. The soldier explicitly states that the experience of Vietnam had left him 
incapable of functioning or “hacking it” back home. The tragedies he had been a part of in 
Vietnam had left his mind in a seemingly continuous state of war and paranoid caution. 
The image of a returned war veteran leading civilians walking on the street by his home 
with a rifle for so long that he went numb with the exception of the impulse to pull the 
trigger and kill is startling. It is easy to see that the hegemonic voice of the military 
establishment did not wish to spread a public perception that the only task some soldiers 
were capable of after surviving the traumatic experiences of Vietnam was continued 
killing.  This situation also exemplifies both the verbal and non-verbal stories that Herr had 
to pay attention to out in the field. In the quote above the focus in on what the soldier told 
Herr personally, but on the same page the soldiers military colleagues note that one didn’t 
have to hear him speak to know that he was not doing well. “‘No man, I’m sorry, he’s just 
too crazy for me,’ one of the men in his team said. ‘All’s you got to do is look in his eyes, 
that’s the whole fucking story right there.’ ‘Yeah, but you better do it quick,’ someone else 
said. ‘I mean, you don’t want to let him catch you at it (6). The soldier’s mental instability 
had been evident to his fellow soldiers to the point where they feel having him catch them 
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looking into his eyes would result in negative consequences. This is a prime example of 
even non-verbal notions showing the kind of effects trauma had on the soldiers. 
Naturally it is one thing to have these non-verbal factors being relayed to a reporter 
by an additional source such as another soldier. Much later in the book, Herr passes on an 
example with himself as the direct witness to such an event. He paints a scene with very 
little dialogue that still does more than enough to depict the dehumanizing effect of the war 
on the soldiers’ minds and demeanour. Herr lies in a field camp late at night when screams 
nearby notify him and the soldiers present that someone has been painfully caught in the 
surrounding barb wire fences. A marine carrying an M-79 grenade launcher walks past 
them towards the screaming: 
 
The Marine looked serious, dead-eyed serious, and his right hand hung above 
the holster, waiting. The screaming had stopped again. ”Wait,” he said. ”I’ll fix 
that fucker.” His hand was resting now on the handle of the weapon. The 
sobbing began again, and the screaming; we had the pattern now, the North 
Vietnamese was screaming the same thing over and over, and we didn’t need a 
translator to tell us what it was. ”Put that fucker away,” the Marine said, as 
though to himself. He drew the weapon, opened the breach and dropped in a 
round that looked like a great swollen bullet, listening very carefully all the 
while to the shrieking. He placed the M-79 over his left forearm and aimed for a 
second before firing. There was an enormous flash on the wire 200 meters 
away, a spray of orange sparks, and then everything was still except for the roll 
of some bombs exploding kilometres away and the sound of the M-79 being 
opened, closed again and returned to the holster. Nothing changed on the 
Marine’s face, nothing, and he moved back into the darkness. (141-42) 
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The nonchalant nature of this killing is already evident from Herr’s account of the events 
around the Marine, but the Marine’s words place a very strong emphasis on the common 
nature of this act – how he “fixes” the situation as if simply replacing a flattened tire. 
Those words thus tell the story beyond an enemy combatant just being brutally killed. 
They reveal how killing had become a grim routine to the soldiers, something that was just 
done even if the situation did not call for an immediate offensive or act of self-defence. 
One can reasonably think that such a cold-blooded act in a relatively random moment did 
not suit the American military’s notions of success and exemplified the kind of information 
that Herr did not find in the stories that were being told in an untrue way. In terms of 
compelling the reader, Herr emphasises how “Nothing changed on the Marine’s face, 
nothing,” doubling up the nothingness and crossing the line from the objective fact-stating 
world of journalism to his own literary journalistic take on the matter. 
Herr also uses direct dialogue between people he listened to bring new viewpoints to 
his story on Vietnam. In the following quote, he displays how the trauma of war-time 
could escalate personal problems in a manner that paints a very grim picture about the 
mental fortitude or lack thereof of certain soldiers. Here he talks of a soldier named Orrin, 
who has just found out that he is not the biological father of his yet-unborn child borne by 
his wife back home in the United States: 
 
He had a beefy, sulky kid’s face, a perpetual mean squint and a pouting mouth 
that would break into a dull smile and then a dry, soundless laugh. It was the 
face of someone who would hunt the winter out and then let the meat go to rot, 
a mean Southland aberration of a face. He just sat there, working the bolt of a 
freshly cleaned .45. No one in the trench would go near him or say anything to 
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him, except to yell out ”Come on down, Orrin. You’ll get greased for sure, 
motherfucker.” Finally, the gunnery sergeant came along and said, ”If you 
don’t get your ass down off that berm I’ll shoot you myself.”  
”Listen,” Mayhew said, ”maybe you better go and see the chaplain.”  
”Real good,” Orrin said. ”What’s the cocksucker gone do for me?”  
”Maybe you could get an emergency leave.”  
”No,” someone said. ”There’s gotta be a death in the family before you’ll get 
out like that.”  
”Oh, don’t worry,” Orrin said. ”There’s gone be a death in my family. Just 
soon’s I git home.” And he laughed. (127) 
 
Orrin’s direct and seemingly careless notion that he would be reacting to his spouse’s 
apparent infidelity by killing her, shows the kind of disdain for the sanctity of life that 
some soldiers had developed during the war. Whereas the soldier leading civilians with his 
rifle through his window was not shown acting upon his lone remaining impulses, the case 
of Orrin is left with the feeling that should he make it back home from his stint in Vietnam, 
he would kill back home. Apparently kill with glee and no remorse, as the laughter at the 
very end of the dialogue suggests. Presenting this through dialogue gave Herr the 
opportunity to contrast the mentally unstable Orrin with seemingly more level-headed 
soldiers, whose suggestions are not moving Orrin from his fatal decision. It puts weight on 
Herr’s point of how far the traumas of some soldiers pushed them, even to a point of being 
happy with the thought of killing members of their own family. 
This manner of visualizing and interpreting what he witnessed is one of the most 
vital methods Herr uses to differentiate his way of telling the story of Vietnam from the 
“facts-and-figures”-based method of conventional journalism. This method even included 
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taking a moment he felt was relevant to his story and using it to predict future events quite 
specifically. Such a stark vision is provided when he depicts the sight of one young soldier: 
 
He hadn’t been anything but tired and scared for six months and he’d lost a lot, 
mostly people, and seen far too much, but he was breathing in and breathing 
out, some kind of choice all by itself. He had one of those faces; I saw that face 
at least a thousand times at a hundred bases and camps, all the youth sucked 
out of the eyes, the colour drawn from the skin, cold white lips, you knew he 
wouldn’t wait for any of it to come back. Life had made him old, he’d live it 
out old. (16) 
 
Herr takes this image of a worn-out soldier to emphasize how the traumatic effects of the 
war were not an isolated element that you could just leave behind once you physically left 
the battlefield. As with the image of the soldier reduced to seeking out civilians from his 
own home window through the sight of his rifle, this image of a permanently and 
prematurely aged young man emphasizes the totality of the war experience. The notions of 
cold white lips and the youth and colour being sucked out of this soldier’s body draw a 
mental image of a corpse. Even though the soldier’s physical being might have made it 
back home from Vietnam, Herr makes a case that he was dead inside already. This is 
another image that had to be drawn for the public by an outside observer such as Herr, 
preferably in this kind of a straight, unambiguous way that presents the brutality of the war 
experience clearly.  
Herr does not shy away from cultural references or downright sadistic imagery, 
either, when choosing the rawest stories he added into Dispatches: “We’d all heard about 
the man in the Highlands who was ‘building his own gook’; parts were the least of his 
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troubles. In Chu Lai some marines pointed a man out to me and swore to God they’d seen 
him bayonet a wounded NVA and then lick the bayonet clean” (34). The reference to the 
behavior of a Dr Frankenstein-like mad scientist gives the reader an additional point to 
relate to when imagining the fictional levels of insanity that Herr tries to bring out from 
beneath the more clean-cut images of conventional journalism. A soldier licking an enemy 
combatant’s blood off of his bayonet may not feel like a news item most outlets would 
highlight in terms of relevance, which is exactly why Herr’s way of telling the story goes 
there. As disturbing as this claimed image is, it is fully in line with the mad atmosphere 
surrounding Dispatches and thus relevant to Herr’s vision of what the Vietnam War was 
like. 
It must also be noted that Herr does not isolate notions like the ones above to 
singular people. He also makes clear that the draining effects of traumatization were a 
collective experience that could be seen or felt on a notably larger scale. He points to the 
following sensation he had about his first days in Vietnam: 
 
Day one, if anything could have penetrated that first innocence I might have 
taken the next plane out. Out absolutely. It was like a walk through a colony of 
stroke victims, a thousand men on a cold, rainy airfield after too much of 
something I’d never really know, ”a way you’ll never be,” dirt and blood and 
torn figures, eyes that poured out a steady charge of wasted horror. (21) 
 
Here Herr continues the theme of not being able to relate to the experiences of the soldiers 
upon arrival and even predicting that he never would. That even though he went deep into 
the field to be among the soldiers and shared many of the traumatic experiences they went 
through, he would never quite be on the same kind of level in terms of trauma. Thus he 
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could at least give those traumas a voice and relay what he witnessed. Such a feeling is 
easy to understand when one depicts the masses of soldiers he saw filled with so much 
horror that it was steadily pouring out of them. Not the image of brave, unyielding soldiers 
defending the interests of the United States abroad, and as such not an image that would 
have gotten exposure in the official press releases. Through focalizing scenes like these 
Herr is able to get around those blockages and strengthen his true way of telling the story 
of the Vietnam War. 
Going back to the theme of killing, related gruesome acts and how they are reflected 
in the soldiers, it is worth noting that they are brought up throughout Dispatches in much 
more nonchalant situations than the extreme ones I mentioned in the beginning of this 
section. What still remains is the element of displaying the soldiers and their experiences in 
the kind of light that does not reflect an image supported by the way military officials and 
thus conventional journalists were telling the story of the war. Here Herr discusses the 
motivation of being in Vietnam as a volunteered reporter and contrasts it to the purpose 
certain soldiers perceived for being there: 
 
Maybe we accepted each other’s stories about why we were there at face value: 
the grunts who ”had” to be there, the spooks and civilians whose corporate 
faith had led them there, the correspondents whose curiosity or ambition drew 
them over. But somewhere all the mythic tracks intersected, from the lowest 
John Wayne wet dream to the most aggravated soldier-poet fantasy, and where 
they did I believe that everyone knew everything about everyone else, every 
one of us there a true volunteer. Not that you didn’t hear some overripe bullshit 
about it: Hearts and Minds, Peoples of the Republic, tumbling dominoes, 
maintaining the equilibrium of the Dingdong by containing the ever 
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encroaching Doodah; you could also hear the other, some young soldier 
speaking in all bloody innocence, saying, ”All that’s just a load, man. We’re 
here to kill gooks. Period.” (19-20, italics original) 
 
The quotes I presented at the beginning of this section displayed the act of killing or 
thinking about it in a demented, unstable light. The example above is drastically more laid-
back even though the notion of killing people is just as prevalent. Both scenarios still play 
into Herr’s question of how to write meaningfully about death. The “overripe bullshit” 
Herr mentions above refers to the purposes outlined by the US military for being in 
Vietnam. Winning the hearts and minds of the local population, preventing the “tumbling 
dominoes” effect that was feared would happen if the threat of communism spreading 
through Asia from Northern Vietnam onwards went unchecked, maintaining a power 
equilibrium in the region that was beneficial to the United States – Herr presents all these 
notions as bloated excuses. He then uses a soldier’s words to reveal their true and even 
cynically perceived purpose for being in Vietnam: killing Asians. The attitude behind this 
admission feels as lax as it does brutal. Even though this particular exchange of words 
leaves the soldier looking relatively sane, the political incorrectness behind his stance is 
strong. It is doubled by referring to Asians with the racial slur “gooks,” strengthening the 
casual disdain some American troops had for the people whose hearts and minds they were 
supposed to be winning onto their side. 
A similar kind of nonchalance can even be found in how the soldiers reacted to the 
thought of their own colleagues killing each other:  
 
One afternoon at Khe Sahn a marine opened the door of a latrine and was 
killed by a grenade that had been rigged on the door. The Command tried to 
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blame it on a North Vietnamese infiltrator, but the grunts knew what had 
happened: ”Like a gook is really gonna tunnel all the way in here to booby-trap 
a shithouse, right? Some guy just flipped out is all.” And it became another one 
of those stories that moved across the DMZ, making people laugh and shake 
their heads and look knowingly at each other, but shocking no one. (56)  
 
It is striking to read how mundane this kind of an event seemed to these soldiers. One of 
them had “just flipped out” and lethally booby-trapped a location in their own camp where 
any one of them could have gone to at the ultimately wrong time. But so it goes, life went 
on in the battlefield. This kind of jadedness in the face of death, laughing at it and not 
finding anything shocking in it anymore, might have even become useful in order to cope 
with the stress of combat, but it still makes it easy to understand why again “The 
Command” did not want such an image to be told further. Instead of trying to fix this kind 
of a morale problem, anonymous enemies were blamed and the mentally rotting situation 
of the soldiers left as it was. Other moments in the book go even further in depicting how 
much of a joke death and dismemberment had become to some soldiers. It did not matter 
who the targets were: “There was a famous story, some reporters asked a door gunner, 
‘How can you shoot women and children?’ and he’d answered, ‘It’s easy, you just don’t 
lead ‘em so much’” (34). No code of honor seemed to weigh these individuals down. They 
were not there to only kill gooks but to wisecrack about doing so as well. As with the story 
of the booby-trapped latrine, soldiers could even found amusement in observing masses of 
their own dead: “The living, the wounded and the dead flew together in crowded Chinooks, 
and it was nothing for guys to walk on top of the half-covered corpses packed in the aisles 
to get to a seat, or to make jokes among themselves about how funny they all looked, the 
dumb dead fuckers” (24, italics original). Maybe the constant presence of death in some 
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form or other automatically triggered these kind of reactions without the soldiers even 
consciously trying to appear so jaded. Herr had a very personal encounter with such a 
humorist, who one day tried to offer the author a light snack: 
 
He pulled a thick plastic bag out of his pack and handed it over to me. It was 
full of what looked like large pieces of dried fruit. I was stoned and hungry, I 
almost put my hand in there, but it had a bad weight to it. The other men were 
giving each other looks, some amused, some embarrassed and even angry. 
Someone had told me once, there were a lot more ears than heads in Vietnam; 
just information. (33) 
 
If trying to pull a prank through cannibalism is not a sufficient indicator of even a sense of 
humour being twisted by trauma, I do not know what is. Herr does note that this 
prankster’s fellow soldiers were conflicted in their reactions, some finding it funny while 
others condemning it. Yet it seems that no one is trying to stop Herr, outright telling him 
about the severed ears in the plastic bag. 
This kind of jadedness is even easier to understand when looking at a few of Herr’s 
depictions of the soldiers’ commanding officers, some of whom did not have the best 
interests of their troops as their first priority: 
 
If the war in 1 Corps was a matter for specialization among correspondents, it 
was not because it was inherently different as war, but because it was fought 
almost exclusively by the Marines, whose idiosyncrasies most reporters found 
intolerable and even criminal. (There was a week in the war, one week, when 
the Army lost more men killed, proportionately, than the Marines, and Army 
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spokesmen had a rough time hiding their pride, their absolute glee). (103, 
parenthesis original) 
 
An attitude such as different branches of the military competing over which one lost the 
most men during a time period as a sign of activity does indeed feel criminal. The effect is 
only worsened by the note of the official spokesmen of a branch displaying signs of pride 
and joy over such an “accomplishment.” If the atmosphere within the military organization 
was one where the worth of the singular lives of soldiers was this arbitrary, it is no wonder 
that some soldiers would become so jaded or even deranged when confronting bodily harm 
and death. Another viewpoint to the disconnect between the soldiers and their commanding 
officers is found when Herr brings up a scene accompanied again by direct dialogue that 
exemplifies the impractical rigidness of military rules and the chain of command. Here an 
outfit’s sergeant has called for an evacuation flight for himself and a badly wounded 
partner, leading to an intense confrontation: 
 
The pilot told him that he’d have to wait for one of his own ships, they weren’t 
coming down, and the sergeant told the pilot that if he did not land for them he 
was going to open fire from the ground and fucking well bring him down. So 
they were picked up that way, but there were repercussions. The commander’s 
code name was Mal Hombre, and he reached the sergeant later that afternoon 
from a place with the call signal Violent Meals. 
”God damn it, Sergeant,” he said through the static. ”I thought you were a 
professional soldier.” 
”I waited as long as I could, Sir. Any longer, I was gonna lose my man.” 
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”This outfit is perfectly capable of taking care of its own dirty laundry. Is that 
clear, Sergeant?” 
”Colonel, since when is a wounded trooper ‘dirty laundry’?” 
”At ease, Sergeant,” Mal Hombre said, and radio contact was broken. (183-84, 
italics original) 
 
The setting is intense to begin with as the sergeant threatened to shoot down the aircraft 
that initially refused to come down and pick them up due to military protocol of each outfit 
taking care of their own business of such nature. To the sergeant, it was more important to 
get his man to safety than following said rigid protocol. As we can see, this lead to the 
sergeant’s commanding officer lambasting him for unprofessionalism. The commander 
goes as far as referring to a wounded soldier with a euphemism such as “dirty laundry.” 
When a commanding officer of a military outfit dehumanizes a wounded soldier with such 
an attitude and language, implying that adhering to protocols was that much more 
important to them than saving a life, it is easy to feel how soldiers below them in rankings 
would simply stop caring. The situation is only worsened by the ending of the dialogue. As 
the sergeant calls his commander out and directly questions calling men on active duty 
dirty laundry, the commander shuts the conversation down outright. He gives no answer, 
not even a verbal affirmation that for example, during war-time following strict protocol is 
the only way to control vast amounts of troops in an orderly fashion. At least he would 
have answered to the sergeant directly and there would have been an air of caring, however 
little. But the conversation is instead shot down with a condescending “At ease” command, 
which lets the sergeant know to stand down and not to question his superior officer. No 
praise for saving the life of a fellow soldier. By bringing up this dialogue, Herr visualizes 
the disconnect between lower ranked soldiers and their commanders, implying that the 
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soldiers most frequently facing traumatizing situations could not look to their superiors for 
understanding if what they had done was humanely rational but went against the protocol 
of the organization they were a part of. 
In addition to giving voices to the experiences of a multitude of active soldiers, both 
high- and low-ranking, Herr deepens the base of his sources for stories by giving voices to 
inhumane elements. Such elements and what they told us about the war needed an 
interpreter or a focalizor of sorts, which Herr gives us. The environment in Vietnam 
received a voice through the characteristics that threatened those travelling through it. In 
the simplest moment, Herr notes how “the ground couldn’t drink up what the action had 
spilled, it made you careful where you walked” (10). Such physical descriptions of a literal 
bloodbath following battles are expanded with more sentient descriptions of the inhuman 
dangers that lurked around: 
 
There were times when your fear would take directions so wild that you had to 
stop and watch the spin. Forget the Cong, the trees would kill you, the elephant 
grass grew up homicidal, the ground you were walking over possessed 
malignant intelligence, your whole environment was a bath. Even so, 
considering where you were and what was happening to so many people, it was 
a privilege just to be able to feel afraid. (62-63) 
 
In the absence of immediate confrontation from the North Vietnamese troops, one could be 
overtaken by the threatening voice of the wild. The experience of being in the middle of 
the Vietnam War was so total that the trees and the ground beneath you began to feel like 
deadly threats. Herr places emphasis on the voice of the wild having such an effect by 
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noting that conversely, when that voice went literally silent, the feeling of a threat was 
different but still very much present: 
 
There were times during the night when all the jungle sounds would stop at 
once. There was no dwindling down or fading away, it was all gone in a single 
instant as though some signal had been transmitted out to the life: bats, birds, 
snakes, monkeys, insects, picking up on a frequency that a thousand years in 
the jungle might condition you to receive, but leaving you as it was to wonder 
what you weren’t hearing now, straining for any sound, one piece of 
information. (50) 
 
Herr makes the case that getting into this proverbial calm before the storm in a place such 
as Vietnam told a story in itself strong enough to make you fear for your life. You hoped 
for some kind of sonic signal from the wildlife that they were resuming their daily affairs 
and thus life in general could carry forward from the sudden silence that had crashed onto 
the scene. 
While on the subject of silence telling a story, it is interesting to make note of one of 
the biggest forces driving the soldiers to tell Herr their stories: the possibility of them not 
being around much longer to tell them to anyone anymore. But Herr himself notes that 
what I have referred to in this thesis as giving a voice to the voiceless can be taken very 
literally. He mentions that during his stay in Vietnam, even the deceased were giving him 
tales to relay along: 
 
The mix was so amazing; incipient saints and realized homicidals, unconscious 
lyric poets and mean dumb motherfuckers with their brains all down in their 
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necks; and even though by the time I left I knew where all the stories came 
from and where they were going, I was never bored, never even unsurprised. 
Obviously, what they really wanted to tell you was how tired they were and 
how sick of it, how moved they’d been and how afraid. But maybe that was 
me, by then my posture was shot: ”reporter.” (”Must be pretty hard to stay 
detached,” a man on the plane to San Fransisco said, and I said, ”Impossible.”) 
After a year, I felt so plugged in to all the stories and the images and the fear 
that even the dead started telling me stories, you’d hear them out of a remote 
but accessible space where there were no ideas, no emotions, no facts, no 
proper language, only clean information. However many times it happened, 
whether I’d known them or not, no matter what I’d felt about them or the way 
they died, their story was always there and it was always the same: it went, 
”Put yourself in my place” (29, parenthesis original). 
 
The flow and the amount of the kind of information Herr felt he was not seeing told before 
going to Vietnam himself was so constant and strong that the author even began feeling 
stories coming to him from beyond the grave. That is as literal as it gets in terms of giving 
a voice to the voiceless, those who are definitely unable to speak anymore. 
While claims of getting stories from the dead do sound overtly wild and it would be 
false to claim that there were no other reporters going as far in their search of stories as 
Herr, he does explicitly bring up that the kind of stories he felt gave the tools for a true way 
of telling the story of Vietnam were clearly out there. The problem on a larger scale of the 
media was that not everyone looking for them found them: 
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Some journalists talked about no-story operations, but I never went on one. 
Even when an operation never got off the ground, there was always the strip. 
Those were the same journalists who would ask us what the fuck we ever 
found to talk to grunts about, who said they never heard a grunt talk about 
anything except cars, football and chone. But they all had a story, and in the 
war they were driven to tell it (28). 
 
Herr makes it clear that a reporter had to be able to relate to the soldiers on a personal 
level, to gain their trust and experience what they were experiencing. Once embedded in 
the environment of their war-torn lives, he could both observe some stories and receive 
others directly: “they all had a story.” Being in constant mortal danger did press soldiers to 
letting the world know what they truly went through in Vietnam, but they needed a 
storyteller, a focalizor, who they felt was up to the task. Herr himself was not equipped to 
do that at first, as he makes very clear in the very beginning of the book. While talking to 
the same soldier who had numbly aimed at civilians with a rifle from the window of his 
home, who I brought up at the beginning of this section, Herr received the following 
lesson: 
 
But what a story he told me, as one-pointed and resonant as any war story I 
ever heard, it took me a year to understand it: ”Patrol went up the mountain. 
One man came back. He died before he could tell us what happened.” I waited 
for the rest, but it seemed not to be that kind of story; when I asked him what 
had happened he just looked like he felt sorry for me, fucked if he’d waste time 
telling stories to anyone as dumb as I was. (6-7) 
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Herr was so fixated with the little details of this particular story that he did not understand 
the broader theme within the notion of the sole survivor dying before he could give any of 
the said details. At face value, the quote insinuates that the sole survivor had died himself 
right after making it back to another group of his fellow soldiers, before he could tell what 
had happened. That could have been the case but it can also be read that the sole survivor 
had died a much longer period after his return from the deadly trip to the mountain. He had 
simply been traumatized and thus could not talk about those events to anyone and had later 
on died before ever finding the ability to do so. Not understanding this, being unable to 
relate to that level of trauma, left Herr without the story he was looking for at the moment. 
He found out that in order to get the story he was looking for, he needed to understand the 
kind of trauma that led to the soldiers needing a focalizor like himself. Thus, for better and 
for worse, he needed to become traumatized in the same manner and spend the necessary 
time with the soldiers in order to understand what exactly drove them to him. 
In time he did understand and in time, the soldiers were driven to him. In no 
uncertain terms. In what I consider the single most revealing quote in Dispatches that 
demonstrates the necessity of a method such as focalization for Herr’s true way of telling 
the story of Vietnam, Herr directly faces a soldier in dire need of a storyteller: 
 
And always, they would ask you with an emotion whose intensity would shock 
you to please tell it, because they really did have the feeling that it wasn’t being 
told for them, that they were going through all of this and that somehow no one 
back in the world knew about it. They may have been a bunch of dumb, brutal 
killer kids (a lot of correspondents privately felt that), but they were smart 
enough to know that much. There was a Marine in Hue who had come after me 
as I walked towards the truck that would take me to the airstrip, he’d been 
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locked in that horror for nearly two weeks while I’d shuttled in and out for two 
or three days at a time. We knew each other by now, and when he caught up 
with me he grabbed my sleeve so violently that I thought he was going to 
accuse me or, worse, try to stop me from going. His face was all but blank with 
exhaustion, but he had enough feeling left to say, ”Okay, man, you go on, you 
go on out of here you cocksucker, but I mean it, you tell it! You tell it, man. If 
you don’t tell it…” (209, parenthesis and consecutive stops original) 
 
No uncertain terms are left with this quote. The soldier had a story, shared by many of his 
peers. He felt the story was not being told forward through their own organization (which it 
was not) or by anyone else and he explicitly feared that no one back home knew or would 
know about the hell they were living. They felt no one was telling the horror which to them 
was true. Finding Herr, trusting someone among them such as Herr, he is basically begging 
Herr to tell his story, to be his focalizor. His paleness and exhaustion along with the 
repeated commands of “you go on” and “tell it” reveal the honest desperation behind his 
request. He does not know if he will be around much longer to make sure someone back in 
the world would hear his story or the stories of his peers so he turns to a reporter in Herr, a 
reporter unlike many others who he trusts, to please do it for him and his peers. Moments 
such as this show Herr that the true way to telling the story of Vietnam was centered 
around getting to the same level of traumatic experience as the soldiers and then letting 
their words, their actions and their environment form the story that he would relay forward 
through his personal lens. 
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3.3. Looking Back 
 
Having shown how the means of conventional journalism could not adequately depict the 
experience of Vietnam and how he depicts the traumatic experiences of the soldiers from 
up close with narrative techniques such as focalization, Herr had one more piece left to 
complete the package that I see as his “true way” of telling the story of the Vietnam War. 
He needed the kind of perspective that only time could give him. The Vietnam War was 
not an event isolated to a certain time period. The traumas caused by it resonated on a 
national level in the United States and even the world over well after military activities on 
the battlefield ended in 1975. Using the elements of a memoir to frame the different stories 
he had was a valuable choice for Herr. The long process of assembling and writing the 
book version of Dispatches from coming home in 1969 to the book’s release in 1977 
presented him with the chance to give the vast collection of experiences he had gathered a 
much more coherent form.  
This was particularly useful when it came to the theme of trauma, which was so 
prevalent in the key moments of his story. He could see how trauma lingered on even 
within himself long past his return from Vietnam and even past the technical ending of the 
war itself in 1975. He is very upfront about suffering from a sort of post-Vietnam 
syndrome which he had to come to terms with even before he could begin finishing the 
book: “At the time when I was utterly paralyzed and couldn’t write, I wasn’t so easy about 
it. But nor did I necessarily connect what I was going through with what had happened in 
Vietnam and what happened in the immediate time after my return. In a way, the heaviest 
of it was after I came back from Vietnam” (Schroeder 36). Herr’s need to process both his 
own experiences and those of the soldiers he met in due time was so fierce, that he even 
claims it was more difficult than being in the field of war for over a year. Thus it is easy to 
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see how valuable taking the necessary time to piece himself and his stories in order 
benefitted the coherence of Dispatches. Very early in the book itself, Herr relates this 
feeling to retroactively discovering just how afraid he really was during his time in 
Vietnam: 
 
Coming back, telling stories, I’d say, ”Oh man, I was scared,” and, ”Oh God, I 
thought it was all over,” a long time before I knew how scared I was really 
supposed to be, or how clear and close and beyond my control  ”all over” could 
become. I wasn’t dumb but I sure was raw, certain connections are hard to 
make when you come from a place where they go around with war in their 
heads all the time. (20) 
 
Herr points out how the constant presence of fear created by the war could even have a 
somewhat numbing effect on you, despite all the evident and not evident dangers. While 
still in Vietnam, Herr seems to have harboured what can at least be called hope that his 
choices kept him at least somehow aware of what was going to happen to him or what 
could happen. It even feels like a type of denial, a natural by-product of self-preservation 
that keeps telling you that you are going to make it. Herr makes a very stark remark about 
this phenomenon when thinking back to soldiers who were holding on to similar hope in 
times of great distress: 
 
After enough time passed and memory receded and settled, the name itself 
became a prayer, coded like all prayer to go past the extremes of petition and 
gratitude: Vietnam Vietnam Vietnam, say again, until the word lost all its old 
loads of pain, pleasure, horror, guilt, nostalgia. Then and there, everyone was 
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just trying to get through it, existential crunch, no atheists in foxholes like you 
wouldn’t believe. Even bitter refracted faith was better than none at all, like the 
black Marine I’d heard about during heavy shelling at Con Thien who said, 
”Don’t worry, baby, God’ll think of something.” (54) 
 
How Herr depicts religious tones in this paragraph bring out the desperation of the 
situation, how even people usually uninterested in matters of faith had to cling to 
something that possessed seemingly greater power. Whether it was truly there did not 
matter, it kept them going which in retrospect shows how profoundly the pressures of war 
can change even a person’s deepest views on his life. Some sense of at least personal 
control was needed by many, no matter how it was acquired. 
But after coming home and taking the time needed, Herr realized that things could 
have gone completely beyond his control, in ways he could not have foreseen. His life was 
evidently hanging on chance every day. It is easy to see how such a revelation can shock 
you into a standstill that took a long time to shake off. Framing his book with this personal 
feeling gives the numerous accounts of different people he presents a more unified form. 
They all lived with that same feeling of ultimate dread without possibly even realizing it, 
as Herr did not.  
What Herr’s memoiresque elements in Dispatches manage to bring out the best is the 
great difficulty of letting go of the experiences of Vietnam, even upon possibly 
understanding them. Fairly early on in the book, he gives a very poignant picture of 
insanity lurking about on the field of war and remaining nearby long after leaving it: 
 
From outside we say that crazy people think they hear voices, but of course 
inside they really hear them. (Who’s crazy? What’s insane?) One night, like a 
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piece of shrapnel that takes years to work its way out, I dreamed and saw a 
field that was crowded with dead. I was crossing it with a friend, more than a 
friend, a guide, and he was making me get down and look at them. They were 
powdered with dust, bloodied like it had been painted on with a wide brush, 
some were blown out of their pants, just like they looked that day being thrown 
on to the truck at Can Tho, and I said, ”But I’ve already seen them.” My friend 
didn’t say anything, he just pointed, and I leaned down again and this time I 
looked into their faces. New York City, 1975, when I got up the next morning I 
was laughing. (65, parenthesis original) 
 
Herr recalls a dream he had about the brutal appearances of the deceased that feels as it 
would be one he had while still in Vietnam. But the note about waking up at home the next 
morning in 1975, well over five years since he left the field of war, gives the clear 
impression that the dead or at least memories of them were still with him. He had already 
seen them, Herr tried to convince this friend in the dream, but he was still encouraged to 
keep looking. Reacting to this continuation upon waking up with laughter can be 
interpreted in many ways. One could simply see it as a sign of relief from getting up and 
noting it was just a dream. But since the theme of the paragraph was craziness, it feels 
more like a reaction of self-preservation. One either laughed or cried because the horrible 
images presented in the dream would not go away. Herr points out that sometimes he was 
encouraged to “keep on looking at the dead” in real life as well: 
 
They were always telling you that you mustn’t forget the dead, and they were 
always telling you that you shouldn’t let yourself think about them too much. 
You couldn’t remain effective as a soldier or a reporter if you got all hung up 
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on the dead, fell into patterns of morbid sensitivity, entered perpetual 
mourning. ”You’ll get used to it,” people would say, but I never did, actually it 
got personal and went the other way. (256) 
 
Others tried to tell Herr that remembering the dead but not mulling over them allowed you 
to at least fall into a certain type of numbness on the matter. You should not have become 
too attached and feel too much for them. Thinking back to the follies of conventional 
journalism, here is a factor where trying to remain objective and as uninvolved in the 
events of the war as possible may have been useful. Without a close connection to the 
events and especially the soldiers such as Herr had through his travelling, observing and 
interviewing, it could have plausibly been easier to avoid the kind of memory print that 
remained well after the physical field of war was behind him. But Herr could not do this 
and the War was not left behind. Herr’s true way to encapsulate the war experience surely 
needed this retrospective observation that the deeper you had gone into the heart of the 
War to find out what was happening, logically the longer and harder it would stay with 
you. 
As is a little predictable, Herr also confirms an opposing factor when thinking back 
to the entire experience. The haunting memories did not result in just fear and speculation 
about mental health, but also longing: 
 
You read the papers and watched television, but you knew what those stories 
were really about beforehand, and they just got you angry. You missed the 
scene, missed the grunts and the excitement, the feelings you’d had in a place 
where no drama had to be invented, ever. You tried to get the same highs here 
that you’d had there, but none of that really worked very well. You wondered 
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whether, in time, it would all slip away and become like everything else 
distant, but you doubted it, and for good reason. (245) 
 
At first sight, this yearning for the kind of danger and madness he has been depicting 
throughout Dispatches may seem like just another indicator of insanity. But Herr seems 
very genuine about the feelings of missing the place in spite of all the brutality that he 
faced. The kind of adrenaline highs that action on the field of war could provide 
understandably could not be found on the streets of New York City. Doubting whether or 
not those feelings and memories would ever go away did not arise from just a feeling of 
dread. For better or probably much worse, the memories were unique and thus something 
to also cherish in a twisted, even masochistic way. It may not seem sane, but pointing out 
this inevitable duality in the war experience was very important for Herr in giving a full 
picture of that experience. This full picture is merely another way of saying the “true way” 
of Herr’s that I have been piecing together through all these stages of analysis. 
So ultimately, what this “true way” comes down to in terms of Herr’s use of the 
memoir is emphasizing that the retrospective accounts used to frame collective experiences 
logically lead to the presentation of collective memories. Although Michael Herr’s name is 
on the cover of book and he is the narrator, the story is a collective one: 
 
Back in the World now, and some of us aren’t making it. The story got old or we got 
old, a great deal more than the story had taken us there anyway, and many things had 
been satisfied. Or so it seemed when, after a year or two or five, we realized that we 
were simply tired. We came to fear something more complicated than death, an 
annihilation less final but more complete, and we got out. Because (more lore) we all 
knew that if you stayed too long you became one of those poor bastards who had to 
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have a war all the time, and where was that? We came back or moved on, keeping in 
touch from New York or San Francisco, Paris or London, Africa or the Middle East; 
some fell into bureaus in Chicago or Hong Kong or Bangkok, coming to miss the life 
so acutely (some of us) that we understood what amputees went through when they 
sensed movement in the fingers or toes or limbs lost months before. A few extreme 
cases felt that it had been merely wonderful. I think that Vietnam was what we had 
instead of happy childhoods. (244) 
 
What may be Herr’s starkest notion in the entire book, which relates to every soldier he 
presents in the book, is that he felt there could have been a fate worse than death for all of 
them. Experiencing the war up close and over a long period of time, being traumatized by 
it and remembering it with both dread and peculiar longing was one thing, but Herr feels 
all who remained at this stage “got out” eventually. The more complete annihilation in his 
eyes was going so deep into the war experience that in the end, there was nothing else for 
you. The face-twisting, mindless killing or even simulating it became your life and once 
the Vietnam War ended on the fields, you needed more of it without an immediate place to 
get it from.  
Regardless, Herr’s point about the loss of happy childhoods leaves the impression 
that no matter how you coped with the end of the war, the experience had overtaken a part 
of your life. It would remain stuck to you for good and could thus be worked naturally into 
a text such as a memoir. Herr relates this scenario gruesomely to a scene where he met 
with a man who had been right beside a fellow soldier when said soldier had burst into 
pieces from a fatal shot: 
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A jeep pulled up to the dump and a Marine jumped out carrying a bunched-up 
fatigue jacket held out away from him. He looked very serious and scared. 
Some guy in his company, some guy he didn’t even know, had been blown 
away right next to him, all over him. He held the fatigues up and I believed 
him. ”I guess you couldn’t wash them, could you.” I said. He really looked like 
he was going to cry as he threw them into the dump. ”Man,” he said, ”you 
could take and scrub them fatigues for a million years, and it would never 
happen.” (112, italics original)  
 
The living soldier Herr met was carrying military clothing covered in his former colleagues 
entrails. The mental notion of the war experience sticking onto you and not letting go is 
made flesh, literally. The point of the scene is to note that just how it felt impossible to 
scrub those fatigues truly clean from the stain of a partner’s guts, it also felt impossible to 
scrub off the trauma left by witnessing that event first hand. The statement that a million 
years would not have been sufficient to get it done emphasizes both the mental and 
physical severity of that trauma, provided that you survived to harbor it back home in the 
first place. 
So eventually, surviving and remembering Vietnam turned into a question of whether 
it would “only” become a part of your life among many others or whether it would become 
your life. Herr’s final sentence in Dispatches encapsulates this situation very well: “And no 
moves left for me at all but to write down some few last words and make the dispersion, 
Vietnam Vietnam Vietnam, we’ve all been there” (262). They had all been there. Some got 
out alive, some did not, and others may have physically returned uncertain of how much of 
their mental faculties followed them along. But in each of these cases, Herr maintains that 
their story remains a collective one, etched in a collective memory. 
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4. Conclusion 
 
My mission with this thesis was to find out how Michael Herr reports the experience of 
war in his 1977 book, Dispatches. He personally stated that he felt such a significant story 
of his generation as the Vietnam War was not being told in a true way, so he travelled to 
Vietnam to find out for himself. He breathed in deep, immersing himself in the field of 
battle and the soldiers who dwelled it. By the end of Dispatches, Herr breathes out after 
observing a notable amount of the kind of brutality he must have felt was not being 
reported to the public prior to his own departure to the scene. He makes the physical and 
mental exhaustiveness of his process explicit already in the titles of his book’s first and 
final chapter. In addition to the daily mortal danger he faced, he had to work out what was 
obstructing the truth he was seeking and how to get around it. 
There were two main factors keeping at bay the kind of “true way” of storytelling 
that Herr was looking for. First, he found a military establishment that was willing to 
supress and distort information from the field in order to maintain continuous support for 
their war effort; to have their hegemonic voice relaying the official information about the 
war to the public. Second, he found a vast number of soldiers who had the raw stories he 
was looking for but were either unable to have their own voices heard from beneath the 
hegemony of the military officials, or who were traumatized to the point where they could 
not put their experiences into words. In both cases, Herr had to listen or observe them in 
the field for a prolonged time in order to relate to their stories and then write them out for 
the public. This act of mutual communication also gave the soldiers and their stories an 
outlet, which was a chance to avoid the distortion and censorship of their own organisation. 
One can also see this new hope as a way to stave off the physical and mental traumas that 
had also worn down many soldiers into indifference or outright silence.   
91 
 
In writing down these experiences, Herr utilized the concept of focalization to act as a 
mouthpiece relaying the words of the primary narrators, the soldiers, to the reader. In 
addition, he added the air of a memoir to the text as a whole in order to give it a more 
coherent form. Additionally, Herr’s style of writing this story eventually led him to be 
included among notably recognized writers of literary journalism, a literary form that was 
rising to contemporary notoriety around the time Herr travelled to Vietnam. 
Considering all this, I conclude that Herr does find a true way of telling the story of 
Vietnam. He identified the factors which were preventing him or others from doing so, 
found a way to bypass them, found the stories he needed and then pieced together a 
coherent and convincing form to present his story in. It is important to note that Herr 
looked for “a” true way, not “the” true way. Herr does not claim, nor do I, that what is 
presented in Dispatches is a definitive, ultimate truth about the experience of the Vietnam 
War. It is merely one, truer way than the obstructed, distorted or traumatized ways of 
telling a more incomplete story when compared to Herr’s focalized narration. 
The possibilities for further study around this topic are numerous. Comparative 
studies between works that share the same era with Dispatches or books from other time 
periods carry potential. Is Herr’s style of war reportage notably different from, for 
example, that of Gellhorn’s in Vietnam: A New Kind of War? What are the differences 
when one author concentrates on the lives of the soldiers and the other on those of the 
civilians? Could any of these possible differences be based on the gender difference 
between these two authors? Could one find ulterior motives for Herr largely excluding 
subjects such as civilians? Does Filkins’ The Forever War utilize literary journalistic 
methods differently from Dispatches, considering that Filkins writes in a more modern era 
of both warfare and media? If one looked comparatively at the narrative reportage 
techniques used in stories by numerous writers throughout the history of 20th century 
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American military campaigns, how different would they be from each other and why? 
What can connect all of these possible avenues of research is the role of a journalist as a 
storyteller who goes deeper into telling a story than simply “telling the news.” In terms of 
the Vietnam War, this meant taking a great risk not only in terms of one’s physical well-
being, but also of one’s image in the eyes of fellow citizens. Not everyone back home took 
kindly to what journalists did to the war effort in Vietnam. As Reston notes about the war 
itself: “It was the first American war without censorship, and the reporters were blamed for 
doing their job – reporting the facts” (12). At face value the truth that reporters such as 
Herr uncovered in Vietnam was brutal in terms of the violence and trauma that the soldiers 
were going through on a daily basis. But it is also brutal to notice the allies of said 
journalists wishing to distort or silence that truth for the benefit of battlefield and home 
field morale. Understandable, yet brutal. Thus it is that much more impressive that despite 
having to dodge both hostile enemy combatants and hostile allied officials, Herr managed 
to find and piece together a true way of telling his story. 
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Finnish Summary 
 
Käsittelen Pro Gradu-tutkielmassani amerikkalaisen journalisti-kirjailija Michael Herrin 
vuonna 1977 julkaistua kirjaa nimeltä Dispatches. Kirja kokoaa Herrin 1960-luvun lopulla 
Vietnamin sodan aikana paikan päällä keräämiä huomioita ja tarinoita. Tutkielmani 
ytimessä on Herrin Vietnamin sodan päättymisen jälkeen antama haastattelu, jossa hän 
totesi motivaationsa niinkin vaaralliseen tehtävään kuin Vietnamissa sodan aikana 
oleskeluun olleen totuuden metsästys. Herrin mielestä Vietnamin sota oli yksi 1960-luvun 
lopun tärkeitä tarinoita, mutta siitä ei kerrottu suurelle yleisölle todenmukaisella tavalla. 
Kiinnostuin suuresti tästä väitteestä ja kasvatin sen ympärille joukon tutkimuskysymyksiä. 
Kuinka Herr kuvaa kirjassaan tämän tilanteen, sodasta raportoinnin todenmukaisesti tai 
vaihtoehtoisesti todenmukaisuutta tukahduttaen? Ketkä tai mitkä estivät todenmukaista 
raportointia tuohon aikaan? Yrittikö Herr ylittää nämä esteet ja onnistuiko hän löytämään 
todenmukaisen tavan kertoa niinkin karua tarinaa kuin elämästä Vietnamin taistelukentillä. 
Aloitan tutkielman esittelemällä aiheeni ja alustamalla sen taustat. Ensimmäisen 
kappaleen alaluvussa 1.1. esittelen ensin tutkimuskysymykseni sekä tutkielman 
kokonaisvaltaisen aiheen, jotka olen jo kirjannut yllä olevaan tekstikappaleeseen. Esitän 
tiiviisti koko tutkielmani tulevan rakenteen. Linjaan, kuinka Herr käyttää kolmen 
valitsemani teoreettisen tekijän suomaa näkökulmaa antaakseen ajastaan Vietnamissa 
kolme erilaista diskursiivista kuvausta. Ensin hän esittää kokemuksestaan journalististen 
kuvauksen. Tämä tarkoittaa Herrin tapaa selittää, miksi jokapäiväinen ”objektiivinen” 
journalismi ei ollut kelvollinen tapa kertoa Vietnamin sodan tapahtumista, koska sen 
keinoin tehdyt raportit jäivät aivan liian pinnallisiksi ja usein vääristellyiksi. 
Vääristyneisyys johtui osaltaan Yhdysvaltain armeijan halusta estää sellaisten kertomusten 
ja raporttien leviäminen, joiden seurauksena kentällä olleiden sotilasjoukkojen 
taistelumoraali ja kotirintaman yleinen kannatus sotatoimia kohtaan heikkenisivät. Armeija 
halusi ennemmin julkisuuteen omat versionsa sodan tapahtumista. Näiden raporttien ja 
tilastojen tiedot oli usein muokattu vastaamaan asevoimien käsityksiä menestyksestä ja 
edistyksestä. Annan tästä ilmiöstä esimerkkejä vertaamalla 60-luvun lopun 
sanomalehtikirjoituksia Vietnamin sodan edistymisestä jälkikäteen tehtyihin tutkimuksiin 
samasta edistyksestä. Lisään tämän mediavääristelyn ja -sensuurin näkökulmaa esittämällä, 
kuinka sodan aikaista mediaa suorastaan syyllistettiin siitä, että se pyrki kertomaan 
tapahtumista todenmukaisesti. Itse Yhdysvaltain presidentti Richard Milhous Nixon esitti 
muistelmissaan syytöksen, jonka mukaan medialla oli suuri osa Yhdysvaltojen tappiossa. 
Toisena tässä luvussa linjaan yleisiä piirteitä Herrin kaunokirjallisen journalistisesta 
kuvauksesta. Tämä osio koskee Herrin metodeja hänen esittäessään aikaa, jonka kirjailija 
vietti sotilaiden seurassa kiertäessään taistelukenttää ja kerätessään heidän kokemuksiaan. 
Tämä osio asettuu vasten journalistisen kuvauksen sisältämää sensuurin elementtiä, kun 
Herr ohittaa armeijan viralliset tiedotus-osastot kerätäkseen itse suodattamattomia 
kokemuksia taistelujen ja viidakkotodellisuuden keskeltä. Mainitsen lyhyesti kuinka kaksi 
ensimmäistä teoreettista tekijääni, fokalisaatio ja traumateoria, liittyvät juuri tähän 
kuvausvaiheeseen. 
 Lopulta esittelen vielä Herrin viimeisen kuvaus-vaiheen, post-journalistisen 
kuvauksen. Tässä vaiheessa hän siirtyy journalismin ulkopuolelle ja 
muistelmakirjallisuuden maailmaan. Herr pukee kirjansa lopulta eräänlaisen 
henkilökohtaisen muistelmateoksen asuun, koska hän antaa tällä tavalla tarinalleen 
huomattavasti yhtenäisemmän muodon. 
Alaluvussa 1.2. esittelen kolmessa osassa tutkimukseni aiheelle relevantit kontekstit. 
Luku 1.2.1. käsittelee Michael Herrin henkilökohtaista taustaa. Hänestä ei ole julkisesti 
saatavilla kovin suurta määrää tietoa, mutta tarpeeksi tämänmittaista tutkielmaa varten. 
Hän syntyi vuonna 1940 ja osoitti jo nuorena kiinnostusta fiktiiviseen kirjallisuuteen. Hän 
ei ollut mitenkään akateemisesti lahjakas oppilas, mutta osoitti johtajuutta ja aloitekykyä 
senkin edestä. Ennen matkaansa Vietnamiin hän keräsi kokemusta poikkeavista 
kulttuureista ja tilanteista kirjoittamalla muun muassa matkakertomuksia aikakauslehdille. 
Hänen on kirjoittanut myös elämänkertoja sekä osallistunut suurten elokuvaprojektien 
käsikirjoitusvaiheeseen. 
 Luku 1.2.2. esittelee tiiviisti Dispatchesin sisällön kulun sekä rakenteen.  Lisäksi 
esittelen löytämiäni taustatarinoita siltä ajalta, jolloin Herr oli Vietnamissa. Esimerkiksi 
hänen lähettämänsä kirjeet päätoimittajalleen kuvaavat alati synkkenevää ja raaistuvaa 
tunnelmaa, jonka alaisuudessa Herrkin joutui töitään sinnikkäästi tekemään. Luvun lopuksi 
käyn vielä läpi kirjan julkaisua seuranneen kritiikin. Aikalaisreaktiot Dispatchesiin olivat 
kaksijakoiset. Puhtaasti kirjallisena tuotoksena sitä kehuttiin laajalti. Newsweek-lehti totesi 
jopa, että kyseessä saattaa olla kaikkien aikojen paras amerikkalaisen kirjoittajan tekemä 
sotakertomus. Kritiikkiä kirja sai niiltä tahoilta, jotka lukivat kirjaa poliittisista 
näkökulmista. Herriä syytettiin sekä vertahinkuvaksi militaristi-hirviöksi että liberaaliksi 
itkupilliksi. Herr itse ei ole maininnut kirjallaan olleen poliittisia motivaatioita 
kumpaankaan suuntaan, joten kyseisenlaiset reaktiot ovat olleet kiinni kommentoijan 
subjektiivisesta näkemyksestä. 
 Luvussa 1.2.3. esittelen yksityiskohtaisesti kaunokirjallisen journalismin, eli 
kirjallisuusmuodon, jonka piiriin ajan myötä Herrin teos on laskettu. Kyseinen muoto oli 
juuri 1960-luvun lopulla suuressa nosteessa Yhdysvalloissa. Tätä muotoa määrittävät 
elementit kuten yksityiskohtainen tapahtumien kuvailu, suora dialogi useiden osallisten 
välillä ja jopa henkilöiden ajatusten kuvailu kolmannen osapuolen toimesta olivat osa 
niistä keinoista, joilla Herr sai elävöitettyä kertomustaan niin, että se ohitti jokapäiväisen, 
objektiivisen journalismin rajoitukset. Vaikka Herr olikin ammatiltaan toimittaja, hän 
hallitsi yllättävänkin pätevästi fiktiivisten elementtien rakentamisen. Tämän kontekstin 
tarkentaminen on tärkeää nähdäksemme, millaiseen kirjalliseen traditioon Dispatches 
kuuluu. 
 Tutkielmani toisen kappaleen alussa esittelen lyhyesti työlleni tärkeät kolme 
teoreettista tekijää: fokalisaation, traumateorian sekä muistelmakirjallisuuden. Luvussa 2.1. 
selitän yksityiskohtaisesti kerrontateorian piiriin kuuluvan fokalisaation, joka liittyy 
tarkimmin kerrotun tarinan kertojan näkökulmaan. Jos tarinan ilmeinen kertojahahmo ei 
suoranaisesti olekaan tarinan sisällön tuottaja, vaan tavallaan vain varsinaisen kertojan 
välittäjä-agentti, joka saa varsinaiselta kertojalta tarinan ja välittää sen eteenpäin. 
Tällaisessa tapauksessa varsinainen sisältöä tuottava ensisijainen kertoja on fokalisoitu ja 
välittäjä-agenttina toimija toissijainen kertoja fokalisoija. Fokalisoidut tavallaan näkevät 
sen tarinan, josta välityksen kautta fokalisoija lopulta kertoo kuulijoille. Dispatchesin 
tapauksessa tämä kuvio toteutuu niin, että Herr toimii välittäjä-agenttina eli fokalisoijana 
hänelle tarinoita kertoville sotilaille, jotka ovat näin ollen fokalisoituja. Koska näiden 
sotilaiden kokemukset jäisivät Yhdysvaltain armeijan omien tiedottajien käsissä joko 
vääristellyiksi tai hiljennetyiksi, he tarvitsevat Herrin kaltaista fokalisoijaa saadakseen 
äänensä kuuluville. 
 Tähän hiljaisuuteen ja sen murtamiseen liittyy myös traumateoria, josta kerron 
luvussa 2.2. Armeijan sensuurikäytäntöjen lisäksi ”shell shockin” eli taisteluväsymyksen 
kaltaiset traumaattiset oireet vaikuttavat fyysisesti sekä psyykkisesti niin, että sotilaat 
Vietnamissa eivät halunneet tai pystyneet kertomaan kokemuksistaan muille. Herrin 
kaltainen aktiivinen kommunikaatio auttoi sotilaita murtautumaan edes hetkeksi irti 
traumaattisista kokemuksistaan ja jakamaan niitä jonkun muun kuin toisen sotilaan eli 
mahdollisesti pitkä-aikaisen traumauhrin kanssa. 
Teorian viimeisessä luvussa 2.3. esittelen muistelmakirjallisuudelle tyypilliset piirteet ja 
kuinka ne liittyvät Dispatchesiin. Koska Herrin Vietnamista paluun ja kirjan julkaisun 
väliin mahtui jopa kahdeksan vuotta, hän pystyi suhteuttamaan kokemuksensa ja saamansa 
tarinat omaan toipumiseensa ja jopa itse Vietnamin sodan päättymiseen (sota päättyi 
virallisesti kaksi vuotta ennen Dispatchesin julkaisua). Tämän laajemman näkökulman 
avulla Herr rakensi kirjansa lopulta muistelmateoksen tavoin, koska tällä tavoin koko 
tarinan muoto oli huomattavasti selkeämpi sekä vankempi. Rinnastan 
muistelmakirjallisuuden piirteet myös kollektiivisen muistin tärkeyteen. Dispatches ei ole 
pelkästään Herrin oma muistelmateos, vaan edustaa myös kaikkia niitä sotilaita, joita hän 
esittelee kirjan aikana joko suoraan dialogin tai kuvailun kautta. 
 Kolmannessa kappaleessa käyn käsiksi kirjan analysointiin käyttäen toisessa 
kappaleessa mainitsemiani teoreettisia tekijöitä sekä ensimmäisessä kappaleessa 
esittelemiäni konteksteja. Luvussa 3.1. nostan esille kirjan kohtia, joissa Herr tekee 
selväksi kuinka Yhdysvaltojen sotilas-organisaatio vääristeli tai hiljensi tarinoita sodan 
kulusta ja sotilaiden elinolosuhteista ja henkilökohtaisista kokemuksista. Nämä osat 
toimivat esimerkkeinä niistä epätodenmukaisista tarinoista, jotka alun alkujaan herättivät 
Herrissä tarpeen mennä Vietnamiin toimittajan ja tarinankertojan roolissa.  
Luvussa 3.2. nostan esille kirjan kohtia, joissa Herr esittää suodattamattomia kuvia 
tapaamistaan sotilaista. Jotkut heistä tappavat ihmisiä tilanteissa, joissa siihen ei ole mitään 
tarvetta, toiset kertovat epätoivoisesti siitä, kuinka he eivät joko kestä oloa Vietnamissa tai 
eivät usko pystyvänsä enää elämään muualla, ainakaan takaisin kotona. Yksityiskohtien 
eroista huolimatta näiden tarinoiden yhdistävä tekijä on Herrin läsnäolo fokalisoijana, joka 
pystyy lievittämään sotilaiden traumoja, keräämään heidän kokemuksensa talteen ja 
välittämään ne maailmalle.  
Luvussa 3.3. nostan esille niitä kirjan kohtia, joissa Herr muistelee tapahtumia historian 
linssin lävitse ja muistelmakirjallisuuden keinoin edustamaan tapaamiensa sotilaiden 
kollektiivista muistia, luoden täten kertomukselleen yhtenäisemmän muodon. 
 Lopulta kappaleessa neljä väitän kappaleessa kolme esittämäni tarinankerronnallisen 
progression pohjalta, että Herr onnistuu löytämään etsimänsä todenmukaisen tavan kertoa 
Vietnamin sodan tapahtumista ja siellä olleiden sotilaiden kokemuksista. Lisäksi esittelen 
mahdollisia aiheita jatkotutkimukselle. Dispatchesia ja sen kerronnallisia metodeja voisi 
esimerkiksi verrata muihin Vietnamin sodan ajan raportteihin tai yleisesti 
sotareportaaseihin läpi kirjoitetun historian. 
